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Abstract
The aim of this study is to look at the “life of myths” in a specific locality in the South Indian city 
of Bangalore. The chosen locality of Basavanagudi (BSG) in the Southwest quarter of the old city 
area in Bangalore is home to innumerable temples, the oldest ones dating back to the sixteenth 
century, and resident properties that are more than a hundred years old. Hence most households 
have at least three generations living there currently. A majority of the study of myths in India 
until recently belonged to two broad categories; textual studies by indologists, philologists, 
Sanskritists and historians, and study of “local”, oral myths of select communities (tribes and 
rural) by folklorists and anthropologists. The former looks at classical and archaic mythology, 
while the latter looks at regional versions and folk traditions (some derived from classical roots). 
The latter follows the trend in western scholarship on myths that looks at “myths in social 
context” spearheaded by anthropologists like Bronislaw Malinowski and others. This study looks 
at regional myths in an urban locale with established religious sites situated within historical 
schools of thought and practice advocated in ancient classical scriptures. Hence it is an 
ethnographic study like the latter group but directed towards an urban community expressing 
“living” Hindu mythology.
One of the prominent dimensions of the ‘context of myths’ in India is the set of practices that can 
be seen to constitute Hindu religious traditions. This study is informed by Michel de Certeau’s 
theory of practice to understand “everyday practice” of the residents of BSG concerning the 
sacred. Further, through a paradigm of place and space, this study explores the spatio-material 
context of myths, individual practice and interactions that suggest situated “use and transfer” of 
myths set against a historic tradition of inheritance and devolution. Bangalore is now at the 
centre of the relatively successful Indian IT industry, and is undergoing rapid social change. The 
locality of BSG is interesting as it lies in the old city area with a specific linguistic (Kannada) and 
cultural identity that dates back at least four centuries and also represents spaces and groups 
distanced from the rapid changes taking place elsewhere in the city. This study looks at “lived 
traditions” of Bangaloreans in the old city area who move within the bipolarities of the city 
negotiating changing lifestyles and spaces. It uses immersive fieldwork in the area of BSG, 
addressing issues through “ethnography at home” as I am a member of this community having 
been born and living in BSG.
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(Visual theology) A three dimensional painting on the wall of a temple complex depicting Kamadhenu - the 
sacred cow. On top are the symbols of deity Vishnu (wheel, iconic seal and conch). He is preserver and 
sustainer upholding the householder’s life. The cow’s generous gift of milk symbolizes material prosperity.
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The aim of this study is to look at the “life of myths” in a specific locality in the South Indian city 
of Bangalore. The chosen locality of Basavanagudi (BSG) is in the Southwest quarter of the Old 
City in Bangalore which is home to innumerable temples, the oldest ones dating back to the 
sixteenth century and resident properties that are more than a hundred years old. Hence most 
households have at least three generations living there currently. Bangalore is now at the centre 
of the relatively successful Indian IT industry, and is undergoing rapid social change (Nisbett 
2006: 129). This study aims to develop an understanding of the ways in which mythological 
narratives are used in the everyday lives of the people of BSG, in the present atmosphere of social 
and economic change. In the history of western thought ‘mythology’first referred to the ‘study of 
myths’ of ancient Greece that related mainly to tales of gods, goddesses, heroes and villains. The 
people who studied and compiled myths were called mythographers. Eventually mythology began 
to represent the body of such narrative that was opposed to logos representing a mode of thought 
of ‘demonstrative rationality’ involved in the process of writing, which led to the development of 
Greek philosophy. Later in the works of anthropologists the term ‘myth’ was used to refer to 
traditional tales of “primitive” people tied to the expression of the sacred in their physical 
environment and social organization.
In this study ‘mythology’ is used to refer to classical and archaic Indian narratives constituted in a 
large and diverse body of literature, the oldest being the Vedas dating back to 1200 B. C. In this 
sense broadly ‘myths’ are stories of Indian gods, goddesses, demons, humans, animals, 
anthropomorphic/theriomorphic and several other forms of beings. Referring briefly to Bascom’s 
(1965) definition, myths are usually seen as sacred or associated to the sacred, to theology and 
ritual, and can thus be set apart from legends and folktales. A distinction needs to be made here 
between Indian mythology that encompasses myths of all Indie religious groups (Hindu, 
Buddhist, Jain, Sikh) and Hindu mythology constituted in a group of scriptures associated with 
the development of Hindu religious thought. Further myths can be set apart from doctrinal 
formulations dealing with expositions on Hindu metaphysics and philosophy. Yet the definition 
of myth is not a simple task and this study takes into account the elusive nature of the term 
‘myth’. In the Indian case when myths are classical and archaic and also have widespread 
contemporary relevance in instances of “use” in everyday lives, it falls in between the two 
approaches to myths, one aimed at traditional scriptures and the other anthropological aimed at 
its expression amongst a select group of people. This study aims to investigate the role of myths; 
mythical narratives and characters taking into account the scriptural sources of Hindu mythology 
and being open to local, regional, situated tales in a specific location, hence addressing the issue 
of what m ight constitute ‘myths’ in an urban locale in India.
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It only requires a walk down any street of the old city area of Bangalore and a glance at the 
billboards, shops or roadside shrines to get a sense of the contemporary relevance of mythology 
in the city. The innumerable instances of mythological images (paintings, photographs, murti, 
and engravings of deities) and names of shops, streets or localities suggest innumerable occasions 
when one comes across public representations of the mythical in everyday lives. There is a whole 
other set of occasions in the private sphere as well, both of which this study sets out to 
investigate. The instances in everyday news and media narratives themselves give a sense of the 
relevance of myths for people living in the city. I will briefly relate a few instances that give an 
idea of the reference to mythical characters/narratives within one’s immediate physical 
surroundings and media texts in the city.
Broadly three main themes (amongst many) can be addressed to reflect upon the contemporary 
relevance of myths that I will discuss here with an example. First is the direct social relevance of 
myths where primary state organization and the identity of groups are tied to mythical 
characters/narratives. The state (and nation) is referred to or represented as a mother goddess 
{‘Bharat m ata’ for India and ‘Thayi Bhuvaneshwari’ for the state of Karnataka). Annually the 1st 
of November is celebrated as Karnataka Rajyotsava (or Kannada Rajyotsava) which is the state 
festival commemorating the birth of the state of Karnataka^ that brought together the Kannada- 
speaking areas in South India. News articles on this day show celebrations with worship offered 
to images (paintings and murtis) of goddess Bhuvaneshwari^ (adopted to officially represent the 
state), the oldest temple of this deity (built in 1692) to be found in Bhuvanagari in Karwar. Local 
municipal bodies organize flag hoisting and processions of the deity (like the occasion at K atte  
Balaga at the corner of the street where I live in BSG). This occasion called rajya-u tsava  (state- 
festival) brings together religious connotations {utsava  also refers to Hindu festivals), association 
with a deity (Bhuvaneshwari has a particular identity amongst goddesses in the mythological 
realm), linguistic group identity and provincial patriotism.
Secondly there are the various instances of ‘enactment and performance’ of mythical narratives, 
mostly evident in several annual Hindu festivals. For example on Krishna Janmashtami (birth 
day of Krishna) in the month of September, the ritual of dahi handi (breaking the pot of yoghurt) 
is organized by groups in streets and community areas. The deity Krishna was a cowherd and 
loved items made from milk like butter and yoghurt. In his childhood he was popular as ‘butter 
th ief and the breaking of the yoghurt pot is a re-enactment of this theft. Newspapers on and
1 India became a Republic in 1950 and the same year saw the formation of linguistic provinces. The state of Mysore was 
formed bringing together Kannada-speaking people. People north of the state opposed the name ‘Mysore’ as it was 
linked to the erstwhile princely state of Mysore. The name of the state was changed to Karnataka on November 1,1973  
when D. Devaraj Urs was the Chief Minister.
2 The New Indian Express, Nov 1st, p: 1 and 7
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following the festival day show several images of this ritual performed at various places in the 
city. Articles in one newspaper^ also showed the jhulan seva  (swing service) performed in 
ISKC0 N4 where images of Krishna and his consort Rukmini were placed on a swing and swung 
gently to the singing of devotional songs. The neighbour opposite our house invites us every year 
on this occasion. As we enter their house we see foot prints of a child painted from the gate going 
all the way inside to the living room where a special altar is made for various images of Krishna. 
This indicates that child Krishna has walked into their home on that day.
Thirdly individuals express a direct acknowledgement and a personal relationship to a temple or 
deity. This is firstly seen in various instances in the locality with people offering prayers in front 
of a deity in temples and shrines in the locality. People wear jewellery, rings and pendants with 
images of deities. India had a much-celebrated win in the tenth Cricket world cup in 2011 on 
home ground. The captain of the Indian team Mahendra Singh Dhoni was admired for his 
strategic and skilful managing of the team and outstanding batting in the finals that lead them to 
victory. Dhoni was seen as being bald the day after the match; news articles reported that the 
captain had shaved off his head after victory celebrations the evening of the final match. He is a 
devotee of the Balaji temple in Tirupathi and he shall offer his hair to this deity as a token of 
gratitude. It is a popular practice of devotees (called harike in Kannada) of the Tirupathi deity, 
where one would commit to offering their hair if their wish was granted, or on successful 
completion of the task for which they had prayed to this deity in the first place.
The above instances touch the surface of a complex social fabric in a contemporary Indian city 
where lives of people are inextricably linked to mythological and in effect religious 
representations and practices in immediate physical surroundings and through .media texts that 
permeate their lives. However a more immediate sphere of mythological representation is seen 
within domestic spaces, with the personal shrine {puja room) and several objects and media texts 
within the home. This study addresses the limited research in the area of religious practice in 
domestic spaces and pu/a rooms. The purpose of this study is to look more closely at how situated 
lives of people are linked to mythology, and identify specific moments and instances when such 
links are presented or established. This relates to ‘myths in use’ in a given place and amongst a 
given community of people. The study of myths in India has until relatively recently^belonged to 
two broad categories; textual studies by indologists, philologists, Sanskritics and historians, and
3 The New Indian Express, Sept 4*, p: 1, supplement, p:i
4 International Society for Krishna Consciousness
5 Two key studies that form part of a generation of scholars expanding the understanding of the relation between  
classical and ‘living’ mythology are Kathleen Emdl’s (1993) Victory to the M other and Philip Lutgendorfs (1991) Life o f  
a Text: perform ing the Ràm caritm ànas o f  Tulsidas. Being primarily field research, they look at the modern usages of 
classical texts (the sixth century Sanskrit D evi M àhàtm ya  in the former and the sixteenth century Hindi retelling of the 
legend of Ram in the latter) as “religious events” or phenomena that are living and hence necessarily a changing and 
evolving presence in Northern and North Western Indian Society.
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study of “local”, oral myths of select communities (tribes and rural) by folklorists and 
anthropologists. The former looks at classical and archaic mythology, while the latter looks at 
regional versions and folk traditions (some derived from classical roots). The latter follows the 
trend in western scholarship on myths that looks at “myths in social context” spearheaded by 
anthropologists like Bronislaw Malinowski and others. This study looks at regional myths in an 
urban locale with established religious sites situated within historical schools of thought and 
practice advocated in ancient classical scriptures. Hence it is an ethnographic study like the latter 
group but directed towards an urban community expressing the “living” Hindu mythology unlike 
ancient Greek mythology that is seen as “dead” (Williams 2003). It is a site-specific study of a 
select community to understand the significance of a specific class of stories that could be 
identified as myths and characters identified as belonging to mythical narratives. What is the 
contemporary “social context” of such myths and mythical characters? What are the “contexts” of 
use of myths in the everyday lives of people in an urban locale? What can or cannot be considered 
as myths in such a context? The two categories in the study of myths in India also make a primaiy 
distinction between textual and oral myths, where the study of “myths in context” addresses oral, 
vernacular, regional narratives collected during fieldwork through events of story-telling, ritual or 
as heard from respondents. This study also brings attention to the orality of myths, and in that to 
actual instances of myths being told, heard and exchanged between individuals or groups of 
people, hoping to shed light on the mechanisms of inheritance that is part of a historic tradition 
of the “use and transfer” of myths in India.
The classical myths of India are often compared to those of the Greek, most commonly in terms 
of their relative lengths, noting for example that the M ahabharata  is roughly ten times the length 
of the Iliad  and Odyssey  combined. But there are significant differences between Indian and 
Greek myths, an important one being the fact that a portion of the M ahabharata, the Bhagavad  
Gita is the most important text for many practicing Hindus and copies of the book are kept in 
domestic shrines and sometimes worshiped as objects. The central character of the epic poem, 
Krishna, is an extremely popular deity with innumerable temples associated to him in various 
forms across the country. His birthday is celebrated annually even to this day. There is a temple 
in Bangalore of Dharmaraya, another leading character from the epic and a group that worships 
him and his wife Draupadi expressed in a yearly celebration of the Karaga  rituaF. The import of 
this is two-fold, firstly as Williams points out, that Hindu mythology is “living”, though its source 
is classical and archaic, it is very much part of a contemporary living tradition. Secondly it points 
to the inextricable relation between Hindu mythology and Hindu practice. Greek mythology later 
considered as literary works were pitted against the development of Greek philosophy, but Hindu
6 See Srinivas, Smriti (2001). Landscapes o f  urban M em ory- The Sacred and the Civic in India’s High-Tech City for a 
detailed study of the Karaga ritual.
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mythology has always been part of a simultaneous mode of development of Indian metaphysical, 
philosophical and religious thought, having direct implications on social organization (caste), 
religious practice (ritual, temple Hinduism), and the significance of the sacred^ in everyday lives. 
Hence the study of “Hindu myths in context” proves challenging in many ways. Firstly Hindu 
myths are classical and archaic, with innumerable textual sources, yet they are woven into 
particular instances of everyday lives. The anthropological study of myths of select communities 
applies here, but unlike the Hindu myths the myths in such studies oftenhave exclusive local 
significance with situated histories, finding expression mainly in everyday practice and social 
organization. Such myths are not part of a historical culture of written scripture, let alone of 
organized religious, metaphysical and philosophical schools of thought, with extensive exegesis 
and scholarly input. Secondly, while studies of Hindu mythology and Hinduism often use the 
same body of classical textual sources, a study of living Hindu mythology complicates this view as 
it must take into account local and oral myths and actual Hindu practice to which it is 
inextricably tied. This can contribute to the understanding of what might constitute ‘Hinduism’ 
and scholarship on the practice of ‘Hinduism’ therefore provides an invaluable resource for it. 
The focus on Hindu mythology in “lived Hinduism” (Hawley and Narayanan 2006) or “popular 
Hinduism” (Fuller 1992), points to the ways of approaching “myths in use” in everyday lives.
Further this study is informed by Michel de Certeau’s theory of practice to understand “everyday 
practice” of the residents of BSG concerning the sacred. It aims to contribute to the discussion on 
‘Hinduism’, whether there is a ‘range of practices and sensibilities...that really does make the 
tradition cohere’ (Hawley and Narayanan 2006: 9). What are the subjective understandings of 
the actors in this locality who follow these practices? How do they identify themselves with regard 
to ‘Hinduism’ and the ‘Hindu way of life’? Through works of Casey (1996) and Munn (2003) lived 
Hinduism and mythology can be viewed as being played out in a broader dimension of 
sacredness, place and spacethat allows looking at the spatio-material context of myths. This 
paradigm is useful in situating the study within religious diversity in the age of massive world 
migration of people and emergence of new cultural landscapes®. In the current atmosphere of 
massively globalized media and migration, there is need to look at “everyday cultural practices” 
(Appadurai 1996), the practice of everyday life in spaces of the local under global capital (Wilson 
et al: 1996). This brings us to look at the site of study that is the locality of BSG in the old city 
area of Bangalore
7 The model of considering Bangalore as a sacred city is discussed below on page 22, with further elaboration on 
Durkheim’s notion of the sacred and the relational categorization of 'myths' and the sacred on pages 45-46 and 48-49.
 ^As discussed by Prof Diana Eck in the Gifford Lecture Series, May 2009, see abstract at http://w\\^v.hss.ed.ac.uk/ 
giffordexemp/2000/details/ProfessorDianaEck.html
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In August 2007 the Central government approved the proposal from the state of Karnataka to 
rename its major cities, amongst which was Bangalore the capital city. The proposed change of 
name from ‘Bangalore’ to ‘Bengaluru’ has now been implemented although there is a slight 
confusion in how the changed name is spelt in various signage and billboards across the city 
where one can catch a glimpse of the name spelt as ‘Bengalooru’ in certain places. In everyday 
usage however the Kannada speaking population has always referred to the city as Bengaluru, 
and this name change comes within the larger initiative of renaming of places across the country 
that started right after the end of the British Imperial rule in 1947. Nair (2007) refers to the dual 
names of the city in the context of its geographical character as a bipolar city. She claims that the 
history of Bengaluru/Bangalore is a tale of two cities, the older western part or petethat dates 
back at least five centuries (Bengaluru) and an eastern part or Cantonment (Bangalore) that is no 
more than two centuries old (see map 1). Bengaluru came under the control of the British East 
India Company in 1799. Due to its strategic position (center of Southern India) and favourable 
climate, the British maintained a military cantonment northeast of the Old City. Heitzman 
(2004) notes, the existence of the cantonment led to the bi-polar growth of Bangalore during the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Nair claims that Bangalore continues as a ‘divided city’ 
with the integration of the two parts in its linguistic, political, economic cultures and their spatial 
identities remaining an unfulfilled task to the present day. As this study started in 2005 , 1 will be 
addressing the city as Bangalore as consistent with its usage in the literature that has been used, 
except where it is stated otherwise (in official city administrative usage and as specified by Nair 
above)
Bangalore is now at the centre of the relatively successful Indian IT industry, and is undergoing 
rapid social change (Nisbett 2006: 129). Though the urban core can be viewed as bi-nodal 
between the Old-city and the Cantonment, the city has developed extensively in all directions. 
Heitzman (2008) notes that the steady development of the IT industry with strategic state 
interventions saw the clustering of hundreds of transnational companies in Bangalore with 
employment of perhaps 100,000 by the year 2000. This information technology cluster lay 
mostly in a vast area forming a ring surrounding the eastern half of the city and the old 
cantonment. Currently a conflation of information technology and urban planning projects the 
consolidation of an IT corridor along the entire eastern periphery of the city with a series of 
‘business parks’ providing employment and new townships to live for IT professionals. This 
brings a new kind of bipolarity to the city. Nair R. (2003) pointed to a ‘digital divide’ that 
characterizes the city firstly as a spatial divide and then in the inequality between groups that 
benefited from globalization and the liberalized economy and those that did not. Hence 
Bangalore as a divided city is played out on two distinct historical phases of development, firstly 
under colonial rule and secondly with the flourishing of the IT industry in the past two decades.
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On a slightly different scheme, Srinivas (2001) traces the history of Bangalore in the twentieth 
century and identifies five different models of conceptualizing the city. In the beginning of the 
twentieth century. Bangalore was conceptualized as a “garden city”, for its numerous 
horticultural gardens and hundreds of lakes girding the city. Being the first city to be electrified 
(about 1920-3); it soon began to be considered as the “modern city”, becoming the site for the 
Indian Institute of Science, the aeronautics industry, and several other well-known engineering, 
medical and scientific institutions. Then after independence, under the aegis of the nation-state, 
it transformed into the model of a “developmental city”, which caused the city to expand through 
new industrial estates and created large in-migrations. By mid-1980s, the stage was set for global 
linkages, and with the liberalization by the end of the decade, the microcomputer revolution 
occurred in Bangalore. The concept of Bangalore as the “new Silicon Valley” developed through 
these changes. Srinivas refers to another model that emerges periodically, that of the “Kannada 
city”, as the capital of the state of Karnataka, invoked as a source of pride for the local Kannada- 
speakers, who actually occupy only a third of the population. Through the model of the Kannada 
city, ‘the linguistic and religious intersections are suppressed in favour of a more monolithic 
cultural history...’ (Srinivas 2001: 254). Apart from these five models, the garden city, the modern 
city, the developmental city, the informational city and the Kannada city, Srinivas explores yet 
another possible model of the city, that of the sacred. Nair (2007) refers to a few signs of an 
‘archaic temple town’ in the topography of the region to which Bengaluru (pre-colonial old city) 
belongs. A combination of preliminary shrines to rural deities and later Shaivite temple 
complexes in the 16* century, describe the earliest sacred geography of the old city. In 1807 as 
many as 44 temples were identified in the four petes  or quarters of Bengaluru, with several 
additions made to this ‘city of temples’ throughout the nineteenth century (p: 34). The Bull 
temple located in BSG (the chosen locality of this study) is part of the earliest temple complexes 
patronized by Kempe Gowda I.
Heitzman (2004) notes that the old city {pete) area was created by the early structures of an oval­
shaped mud-brick wall protecting a series of bazaars and habitation areas, and a mud-brick fort 
{kote) to the south of the city built by Kempe Gowda H. The most notable planned extensions to 
this part of the city under the joint administration of the Wodeyars of Mysore and the British 
were firstly Chamarajpet and Seshadripuram in 1892 and Basavanagudi (BSG) and
9 The pre-colonial expansion and development of the city, the building of temples, lakes and gardens is owed to the 
work of a series of rulers in the Kempe Gowda lineage after Kempe Gowda I (Immadi Kempegowda, Kempe Gowda III 
and Kempaveerappa Gowda) until early eighteenth century and the Islamic rulers (important being Haider Ali and 
Tipu Sulthan) who were overthrown by the British in 1799. Alongside Bengaluru, Mysore had been developing since 
sixteenth century under the Wodeyar kings, who acquired Bengaluru from the Mughals for a short while in late 17* 
century. When the British came to power they maintained the state of Mysore and installed a new Wodeyar king. 
Bengaluru saw massive expansion (in the bi-polar scheme of development of old city and cantonment) under the 
restored kingship of the Wodeyars and the hegemony of the British in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
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Malleshwaram in 1898. Nair (2007) notes that the BSG layout planned on 440 acres of dry land 
(south of the fort) was a result of the outbreak of the plague epidemic demanding a permanent 
exit from the old city area to a ‘model hygienic suburb’ (p: 51). Both these extensions (Basava-na- 
gudi and Malleshwara-m) derived their names from two prominent temples that came within 
their boundaries, the Bull {Basavd) temple (gudi) and the Kadu (forest) Malleshwara (form of 
Shiva) temple. Nair points to the design of these extensions, where emerging from the concern for 
public health, the planning authorities also paid attention to social hierarchies within the city. 
The larger sites were allocated to the Brahmin community, there were villa sites for the very rich 
and five principal divisions limited by cross roads for the different religious groups 
(Muhammedans, Hindus, Brahmins, Native Christians and Lingayats).
The spatial logic was driven by caste separation through physical distancing that was meant to 
diminish undesirable social contact (there was caste clustering where sites shared a wall and no 
caste distinction where the site was large enough accommodating a compound to each). However 
the extensions saw a predominance of the Brahmin community due to various reasons. Initially 
only the rich and upper middle class could afford the sites in these extensions. This was mainly 
comprised of high-ranking civil servants, majority of who were Brahmins, as they were the most 
educated caste group. Nair highlights an incident in 1915 where a Brahmin resident in 
Chamarajapet objected to the further allotment of plots to non-Brahmins based on the fact that in 
facing the Sri Rameswara Temple, this would be in violation of the sanctity of the area. Even if the 
occupants would be high-class non-Brahmins they will inevitably hire services of low-class non­
vegetarian workers (syces and coachmen) who will pollute the locality. Hence Nair notes that the 
newly planned extensions of the colonial period for all their avowed neutrality, in fact reproduced 
caste hierarchies in a new form.
Bangalore is divided into eight zones under the administration of the Bruhat Bengaluru 
Mahanagara Palike (BBMP - translation: Greater Bengaluru Municipal Body), each zone is 
divided into several wards, and BSG is ward - 154 in the South zone of the city (see map 2). The 
BBMP^° represents the third level of the government (the first two being the Central and the State 
governments) and is run by a city council with elected representatives called ‘corporators’, one 
from each of the wards. Elections to the councils are held every five years where members 
contesting elections represent one of the state’s political parties. The first election to the newly 
created body was held in March 2010.
This is the newly created body from the merger of the previous Bangalore Mahanagara Palike (BMP) and the seven 
City Municipal Councils (CMCs).
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The site of BSG becomes interesting for many reasons. Firstly it constitutes a section of what Nair 
referred to as an ‘archaic temple town’ having one of the oldest sites (the Bull temple) that is 
contemporaneous or predates the emergence of the city in the sixteenth century, along with 
several other temple complexes and shrines for rural deities. The locality itself was formed by 
incorporating colonial town planning, ancient Hindu building regulations^^ and consideration of 
caste and subsequently class hierarchies. This brings a second historic layer of significance where 
the predominance of the Brahmin caste determined further developments: occupants and 
establishments that defined the nature of the locality. Its position within the city of Bangalore is 
strategic at two levels. Firstly it is located south of the old city area constituting the native corner 
according to the bipolar design of the city under colonial rule. As Nair notes, this brings with it 
several exclusive attributes most important of which is its linguistic and cultural dimension that 
remains in contrast to the Cantonment area. Secondly, following Nair R., it is on the side of the 
‘digital divide” that represents city spaces and groups distanced from the rapidly changing 
landscapes brought about by global processes. It is also a qualified representation of two of the 
models for the city suggested by Srinivas, that of the Kannada city and the sacred city. Hence it is 
well suited for addressing the central question of this study, the use and transfer of myths in an 
urban setting, since it bears reference to a historical sacred geography with rural beginnings, 
occupied by groups for at least four centuries with subsequent colonial and caste determined 
reshaping and development, and many households that have at least three generations as current 
residents.
This study aims to look at sacred geographies of the old city within the colonial divide and the 
recent digital divide where it is home for people distanced from the rapidly changing landscapes 
due to global practices. Nair’s study pointed to division in groups in the work place of several 
multinational companies in Bangalore that sees an influx of employees from all parts of the 
country along with local Bangaloreans. This is based on religion, caste and language reflected in 
everyday practices (festivals, ritual practice, food, lineage) fostering common identities and 
groupism. This study looks at the “lived traditions” in thehome ground of some of these local 
Bangaloreans belonging to the older part of the city. Urban research in India, up until the later 
half of the 1980’s, has been in the shadow of the developmental state (Srinivas 2002). This study 
contributes to the increasing interest in the past two decades in studying single cities (ibid) and 
the anthropological analysis of contemporary Indian culture (Mankekar 1999). It uses immersive 
fieldwork in the area of BSG and addresses issues through “ethnography at home” as I am a 
member of this community having been born and living in BSG.
" Nair 2007, p: 51, the ancient Hindu rules for building sites in reference to the cardinal points are prescribed in the 
scriptures of the Vasthu Shastra.
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The remainder of the thesis is divided into six chapters. I will briefly outline the chapters here. 
Chapter two is a review of literature that makes the case for the study of “myths in social context”. 
It will briefly address the major trends in the history of western thought and scholarship on 
myths that has influenced the study of Hindu mythology. It will look at contested notions of 
“lived Hinduism” with its nature of being extremely diverse. Amongst the many “strands” that are 
seen to make the tradition cohere focus is brought to “practice” and “story in practice” adopting 
de Certeau’s theory of practice. A further dimension of “context” extends to sacredness, place and 
space. The chapter also puts forth working definitions of myths as considered in relation to the 
notion of sacredness. Chapter three on methodology justifies the use of a site-specific 
ethnography for such a study. It considers a renewed understanding of ethnography for the study 
of an urban site with changes in how place, community and the ethnographic practice 
areconceived. It lays out the research design with implications of doing ethnography at home and 
issues of reflexivity.
Chapter four is the first of the analysis chapters exploring the preliminary dimension of “context” 
in the collective physical, material and spatial expression of the sacred amongst residents of BSG. 
It will look at the sacred geography of BSG with emphasis on public and private sacred places. It 
will describe the locality of BSG through its various temples and religious institutions and the 
interaction of residents with these places. The analysis will focus on the physical and material 
expression of the sacred with the nature of the operative mythical narratives. The issues of 
human-deity interactions, public and private ritual practice and the various different types of 
regional myths will be addressed. Chapter five addresses a second dimension of “context” located 
in individual actors and their sacred practices. It looks closely at individual sacred geographies 
and the negotiation and creation of sacred spaces through movement, action and “ways of being” 
of the corporeal-sensual body in private and public sacred places. This brings together the mobile 
spatial fields of actors and the significance of the acts of sacredness with a special emphasis on 
bhakti (devotion). The chapter will address the implications of the categories used by some of the 
respondents to describe their practice as being either ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’ tending towards 
particular understandings of binaries in Hindu practice (theistic-absolutist and particular- 
universal) in the expression of the sacred.
Chapter six looks at the dimension of “context” in situated interactions between individuals in 
sacred and everyday environments. It will look at the mechanisms of “lived tradition” in 
intergenerational interaction within selected case studies of households in BSG that represent 
four, three and two generation sets. It will examine interaction in individuals, families, 
community, institutions and communication systems that bring about the inheritance and 
devolution of religious knowledge and myths. Further the chapter will describe the various forms
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and contents of “utterances” that make up these interactions and the sacredness attached to the 
telling and hearing of myths. Chapter seven is the conclusion that addresses the issue of myths in 
use in these various dimensions of context and the revised understanding of myths inferred from 
these dimensions in relation to sacredness and the paradigm of place and space. This chapter will 
also summarize the implications of the analysis on the understanding of the practice of popular or 
lived Hinduism, the various expressions of living mythology, and the relation of lived tradition 
and change in the context of urban India.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review - Myths in Social Context
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Introduction
This chapter begins with an overview of the history of western thought and of western scholarship 
on myths that has influenced the way Indian mythology has been perceived and studied. The 
word “myth” derived from the Greek word muthos (or mythos) was associated primarily with the 
extensive body of classical and archaic narrative traditions of prominent ancient civilizations 
until the 19* and early 20^  ^centuries where through ethnology and anthropology it began to refer 
to narrative traditions of indigenous, non-literate and traditional societies (“primitive”). Hence 
the notion of “myth in social context” emerged mainly in works of anthropologists.
Having chosen this as the area of interest for this study, the chapter will look at the “context” in 
the study of myths firstly in the practice of religion, in this case Hinduism, and ‘its much-vaunted 
(or much-lamented) variety’ (Hawley and Narayanan 2005: 9). The work of C. J. Fuller (1992) 
and Hawley and Narayanan (2005) becomes important with their emphasis on “popular” or 
“lived” Hinduism, and the need for an ethnographic understanding of the “practice” of Hinduism  
in contemporary India and elsewhere. I have adopted an important aspect of Hawley and 
Narayanan in howthey structure the group of essays in the book The Life o f Hinduism. It is in 
their most useful categorization of the “five strands” that helps conceive lived Hinduism as a 
recognizable and coherent religion.
For “myths in context” and “lived Hinduism” the most important among the five strands of 
Hawley and Narayanan is “practice”. I will be extending this to look at “everyday practice” as 
formulated by Michel de Certeau (1984) and the possibility of locating in it the “use and transfer” 
of myths. This brings focus to the “utterances” of the oral tradition that is a quintessential feature 
of Hindu mythology. I will then move on to work of Edward S. Casey (1996) to establish the 
relation of practice to place and space. Finally I will address definitions of “myth” and the 
problematic of such a venture. The difficulties with terminologies, definitions and universal 
western notions being applied to Indian culture or across cultures are shown all through the 
chapter so as to bring awareness of such a problematic for analysis and study of Indian 
mythology.
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study of Hindu mythology
In the history of western thought and philosophy, Detienne (2007) says that the first instance of
myths being viewed critically is owed to ancient Greece. Western observers have noted how myth
and mythical thought had come to be overtaken in archaic Greece, but,
...neither in ancient China nor in Vedic or Brahmanic India does there seem to have existed first such 
a contiguity, then such a distance, between the major recounted myths and forms of abstract or 
positivist thought as found in ancient Greece (Detienne 2007: 27)
Vernant (1980) notes that in western thought mythology has been defined in terms of what is not 
myth as being opposed first to reality (myth is fiction) and, secondly, to what is rational (myth is 
absurd). This is traced to the meaning of the two Greek words muthos (formulated speech) and 
logos (different forms of what is said). He argues that the transformation from the oral tradition 
to various types of written literature had a profound effect on the position of myth in Greece. 
While muthos was still associated with speech, logos became attached to the ‘demonstrative 
rationality’ that defined the mode of thought involved in the process of writing. Henceforth the 
entire body of narrative that was demonstrative of muthos began to be considered as mythology. 
However in China (as in India) Vernant says there was nothing comparable to the radical 
separation between the world of men and the world of gods which was the first necessary step 
towards the birth of Greek rationality. These are two important binaries in the discussion of 
myths; one between muthos and logos in western thought, and the one between the textual and 
the oral traditions that is cause for perennial tensions in Indian mythology.
S. Radhakrishnan (1923/1989) noted that in the histoiy of Indian thought the age of Buddha 
represented a flourishing of a philosophic spirit that laid the foundation for the development of 
the major systems of Indian thought, where criticism and analysis took the place of poetry and 
religion. Buddhism, in his view, the first major reformation movement in Indian society 
questioned the authority of the Hindu religious text the Vedas, and triggered the critical 
reflections on the historical tradition of Vedism. Being an important figure in the neo-Vedantic^^ 
approach, Radhakrishnan argued that Buddhist systems have their origins in the Upardshads and 
apart from them all the other systems (one of which is Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras) are Brahminical 
systems that accept the authority of the Vedas. This implied a ‘practical admission that spiritual 
experience is a greater light...than intellectual reason’ (p: 20). Hence these systems never 
completely separated from the domain of religion and the sacred. Radhakrishnan’s work set 
within the framework of a complex exchange of orientalist and Indian thought allows a 
comparison of the history of thought in the West and in India (East). Although much of the
The neo-Vedanthin approach is the result of particular historic circumstances in nineteenth century India, where a 
univocal, essentialist and incluvisist notion of Hinduism was presented within a World Religions Model. This will be 
elaborated upon later in the thesis.
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picture he presents has been recently questioned, it is the case that the separation of ‘religion’ and 
‘philosophy’ that happened in Europe was not replicated in India in the same way.
In the western scholarship on myth, the late 19* and early 20* century saw various approaches 
and through ethnology and anthropology, the myths of indigenous cultures across the world have 
been studied along with classical myths. In Detienne’s (2005) comprehensive account of the 
study of myths three trends of relations bear influence to work on Indian mythology by western 
and Indian scholars (Max Müller, Sukumari Bhattacharji, David Shulman, Wendy Doniger, A. 
Coomaraswamy). First was “myth and language”, the connection made in early nineteenth 
century through phonetics that led to the school of comparative mythology set up by Max Müller 
(1823-1900), a German philologist also chiefly instrumental in establishing the western academic 
field of Indian studies (Indology). In this new space that phonetics provided, of sounds, sound 
syllables and roots, the archaic languages of the world were brought together as having 
commonalities in origin. The Indo-European link through language brought Greek and Indian 
mythology to be studied together. Linguists, acting as clinicians, regarded mythology as a ‘strange 
and disconcerting’ phase in the evolution of language (Detienne 2007:18).
The second trend was of relations between “myth, human thought and the unconscious”, 
emerging from the work of E. B. Tylor (1832-1917) and others who studied “primitive” societies 
suggesting contemporaneous evolution of myth and language. Some of these scholars combined 
with contributions from the psychoanalysis of Freud and Jung postulated the existence of 
“mythical thought” that represented a childlike stage in the evolution of the human mind, which 
on maturity lead to reason and philosophy. Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009) later showed that 
this “savage thought” was not a preliminaiy stage in the development of human mind, but as 
manifested in the body of myth, it was complex and involved a wealth of intellectual operations.
A third trend of relations was“myth, religion/sacred and society”^ 3that emerged in works of 
philosophers like Schelling and sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) where the revelation of 
the sacred emerged as the specific feature of myth. Durkheim suggested that there was no 
difference between mythology and religion; religion is central and the base of any society. It holds 
in it all the features of society in an elementary form. Hence mythical thought is no longer a stage 
of thought, or phase in the consciousness of the mind, but it encompasses everything. Mythology 
is religious thought, or at least potential religion. In mythical expression religion is already 
present. This trend as the concern of anthropologists produced studies of “myth in social 
context”, one of the pioneers of this being Branislow Malinowski (1884-1942) best known for his
3^ Durkheim’s notion of the sacred and Malinowski’s relational categorization of ‘myths’ and the ‘sacred’ will be 
addressed later, on pages 45-46 and 48-49 respectively.
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classic ethnography on the Trobriand Islanders who lived off the coast of New Guinea. It is to him 
that we owe the phrase “life of myths” in a given community. However a distinction must be 
made in this trend between ethnographic studies of “indigenous myths” of non-literate and 
traditional societies and studies of “myth in social context” by Indologists, scholars of ancient 
Greece, and historians (e.g.: Vernant (1980), Kosambi (1962)) who, combined with archaeology 
and history tried to reconstruct the social context in which classical myths originated.
Williams (2003) points to Hindu mythology^^ being ‘living’ rather than a dead one like the Greek. 
One does not study Hindu mythology in the same way as the Greek as it would undermine its 
current significance. Indian society itself poses a challenge as M.N. Srinivas (2002) notes India 
presents an ‘extreme instance of a complex society with a large tribal population (circa 40  
million), people professing different faiths, and lifestyle...’ (p: 1). Scholars studying myths in 
tribal and rural communities (Mukheijea 1962, Verrier 1949, Shulman 1980, Fuller 1992) have 
noted that however local the concerns of their mythology, it is never completely independent of 
the classical pan-Indian Sanskrit tradition. Characters and concepts from these traditions 
invariably find their place in local narratives. Hence Hindu mythology being archaic and classical 
as the Greek nevertheless finds expression in the contemporary urban, rural and remote tribal 
communities of India. The anthropologist needs to be aware and refer to the studies of classical 
Hindu mythology. The wide range of the relevant scholarship on Hindu mythology can be broadly 
assigned to two groups: the group of philologists, indologists, Sanskritists and historians who 
study Hindu sacred texts and religious doctrines and the group of folklorists and anthropologists 
who study rural and tribal communities. The scholarship of the former group has produced a 
wide range of exclusive studies of (classical) Hindu mythology, and those addressing mythswithin 
the scriptural study of Hinduism (Bhattachaiji 1970, Dimmit et al 1978). The studies of the latter 
group concerns culture and religion of communities where myth is a feature and also exclusive 
studies that collect, document and analyse innumerable oral and vernacular traditions of 
mythology.
Smriti Srinivas (2002) writes of Indian cities that most urban research up until later half of the 
1980s was in the shadow of the developmental state concerned with ‘the “three Ps” -planning, 
political change, and poverty in the postcolonial dispensation’ (p: xxi). She notes that new lenses 
for viewing the urban have begun to emerge in the past two decades - gender, popular culture, 
selfhood among others, and there is need for more works on single cities focusing on the multi­
layeredness of the urban experience. This study addresses myth and religious traditions in urban 
India, with an exclusive focus on the processes that facilitate ‘living’ Hindu mythology in a
14 Hindu mythology is different to Indian mythology that includes the mythology of other Indie religions such as 
Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism.
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particular locality of a fast growing metropolitan city. It addresses the gap in studies concerned 
with the contemporary presence of classical Hindu mythology in urban spaces. In this it is not 
concerned with collecting and analysing myths^s hut with myth in relation to religion and society 
(myths in social context). Hence we need to look at studies that address Hindu mythology, the 
‘religion’ of ‘Hinduism’ and Indian society.
Lived Hinduism
It is not possible to address living Hindu mythology without the beliefs, practices and sensibilities 
that constitute Hindu religious traditionsin Indian society. Fuller (1992) and Hawley and 
Narayanan (2006) speak of the study of contemporary Hinduism as “popular Hinduism” or “lived 
Hinduism” that refers to the ‘beliefs and practices of the living, “practical” religion of ordinary 
Hindus’ (Fuller 1992: 5). Fuller distinguishes this from what he calls “textual Hinduism” the 
“philosophical” religion elaborated in the sacred texts that is the concern of indologists, 
Sanskritists, historians of religion and textual scholars. This echoes the distinction already 
addressed with regard to the study of mythology, as between the textual studies and that of myths 
in social context. In case of mythology the emphasis is also between ‘written’ and the many ‘oral’ 
traditions. Fuller sees religion as a social and cultural construction, created and recreated in and 
by a collective ordering of experience. Adopting a symbolic interactionist approach, he 
emphasises the nature of popular theistic Hinduism as being about relationships among 
members of Indian society, as well as between them and their deities. Here religion is a product 
of a cultural system that represents both deities and humans as “actors” interacting and 
producing meanings in particular contexts.
He takes an example of one very significant gesture in the practice of Hinduism, the Hindu way of 
“greeting” or showing respect called the namaskara, or namaste. This is a common gesture 
between people, between gods, and from humans to gods, with an inherent hierarchical notion of 
acknowledging status. The humans show respect to the gods, the gods to higher gods, and 
between humans where one is assigned a higher status. An example for the third type of 
interaction is in greeting a guest in the popular saying Athiti devo bhava, meaning the guest is 
Qike) god and hence should be respected as one. Fuller notes that this gesture symbolically 
expresses the absence of any absolute distinction between deities and humans. His emphasis thus 
lies in the notion of hierarchy and status in Indian society and the partial contiguity between 
divinity and humanity. Fuller’s book The Camphor Flame is an ethnographic study of popular 
Hinduism looking at symbolic action and interactions between ordinary Hindus in ritual and 
other religious practices.
5^ Not textual analysis (myth and language) or ethnographic and textual analysis of traditional societies (myth, thought 
and the unconscious)
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It is not entirely clear what is meant by ‘ordinary’ but it can be understood as a sort of pan-Indian 
representative of Hindus in the rural and the fringes of urban Indian society. Hence the emphasis 
is on regional practices and interpretations often referred through local “indigenous categories” 
and their particular contexts in villages across India. He addresses issues of orientalist 
misconstructions emerging from western epistemological assumptions operative in studying 
Indian society, not agreeing with ethno-sociologists who claim that social sciences in India have 
developed from thought about western rather than Indian cultural realities. He posits that the 
social science of India has developed from the “interaction” between thought about western and 
Indian cultural realities. In a significant way this is seen in the problem of categories in the study 
of Indian religious traditions.
Fuller points to, the distinction between what is considered as ‘Sanskritic Hinduism’ - the 
‘Greater’ tradition (concerned with scriptural and classical studies) and ‘Little’ traditions 
(concerned with vernacular and anthropological work). M.N. Srinivas (1952) first introduced the 
concept of “Sanskritic” Hinduism seen to represent a pan-Indian concept transcending provincial 
borders. In contrast there are “regional”, “peninsular”, and “local Hinduisms”. Fuller notes that 
this somehow got mixed up with the notion of “greater” and “little” traditions coined by Redfield 
(1950) with regard to the contrast in anthropology between civilization and folk society, resulting 
in ways of describing Hinduism’s higher (greater Sanskritic) and lower (little 
regional/vernacular) status. It is widely agreed that hierarchy is a significant organizing 
ingredient in the scriptural and practical expression of Hindu society. Fuller notes that the notion 
of Sanskritic Hinduism is clearly present as an indigenous frame of reference (not entirely a 
scholarly construct) that captures the particular Brahmanical standard of scriptures and practices 
involving the language of Sanskrit. Referring to it as “greater” is tied to the higher-status groups’ 
(Brahmins) need to differentiate themselves from the lower, through the knowledge of the 
Sanskrit language. The scholarly term of “little” traditions of Hinduism helped group everything 
that was not Sanskrit, as there are innumerable regional and sectarian traditions that claim 
indigenous vernacular identities.
For the study of Hindu mythology this distinction has a direct influence since there is a 
monolithic Sanskrit group of scriptures and those innumerable versions, variations and original 
works in various vernacular languages (some with contemporaneous origins). Fuller notes that 
many anthropologists suggest the “greater Sanskritic Hinduism” has no definable empirical 
content, and the distinction does not hold well ‘on the ground’ in explaining cultural realities. 
However “Sanskritic” is a credible distinguishing factor and the complete dismissal or uncritical 
adoption of these terminologies might distort the view of popular Hinduism and its relation to
33
Indian society. Though most ancient and primary texts of Hinduism are in Sanskrit there are 
exceptions as in the case of the South Indian Tamil tradition that has ancient scriptures with 
roots of the Tamil language being as old as that of Sanskrit. Recent works of historians [Guha 
(1988), Thapar (2002)] and indologist Wendy Doniger (2009) have contested this distinction 
(dominant Sanskritic Vs. derivative regional) bringing to light the extensive and crucial 
interaction between these two traditions that has existed through history, and that contemporary 
gaze has to be upon identifying such on-going processes. This study will look at such processes in 
the everyday practice of the residents of BSG.
The problem of categories extends broadly to the very notion of ‘Hinduism’. Hindus and Indian 
people have successfully adopted the term “Hinduism” in referring to a concrete religion in India, 
though it does not translate to ‘any pre-modern Indian word without serious semantic 
distortions’ (Fuller 1992:10). “Hinduism” as an English word was coined by British writers in late 
eighteenth century, building on the usages of the Persianword “Hindu”^^ , which ‘originally meant 
a native of India, the land around and beyond the Indus’ (ibid). It entered the English language 
(also as “Hindoo”) in the seventeenth century with a similar meaning but gradually became used 
as a distinguishing category for those who retained the indigenous religion and did not convert to 
Islam (ibid). Hence it moved from being an ethnic, geographic, or cultural distinction to a 
religious one. A diverse set of religious traditions of the ‘Hindu’ people began to be addressed as 
‘Hinduism’. The categories of ‘religion’ and ‘Hinduism’ as used in an Indian context needs to be 
seen as emerging from particular historical processes. The idea of a single ‘religion’ as imagined 
to emerge from India was considerably strengthened by ‘the colonial encounter as a critical 
cultural location for the development’ of such a category (Hirst and Zavos 2011: 47). A view of 
‘Hinduism’, a ‘religion’ in the ‘World Religions Model’ (echoing Judaeo-Christian presuppositions 
about the nature of religion) as unitary, univocal and universal also gained currency in the West 
and in India^  ^in these circumstances from nineteenth century onwards.
Hawley and Narayanan (H and N) in The Life o f Hinduism  (2006) describe the myriad of religio- 
cultural expression on a single day on the occasion of the New Year of the English calendar in the 
city of Bangalore and attempt in this volume of essays to bring focus on the “legendary diversity” 
of contemporary Hindu life, and the fast globalizing features of Hinduism. They address what is 
meant when one speaks of such a thing as Hinduism, and set out enquiring if there is a range of 
practices and sensibilities in lived Hinduism that really does make the tradition cohere. Both H 
and N and Fuller note that though the majority accept, identify with and use the term Hinduism, 
there are those who have reacted against it to favour the term sanatana dharm a  or Hindu
Fuller notes that Hindu  is a Persian word derived from Sindhu, the Sanskrit name of the river Indus. 
17 See King (1999) Pp: 82-142
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dharma. The modem meaning of this term sanatana dharm a  that gained currency in the same
context, as the term ‘Hinduism’ itself is best explained by H and N in these lines.
When Hindus speak of their religious identity as sanatana dharma...they emphasize its continuous, 
seemingly eternal (sanatana) existence. They also underscore the fact that it describes an organic 
net of customs, obligations, traditions, and ideals (dharma), not just a system of beliefs, as recent 
Christian and Western secularist thinking has led us to expect of a religion. A common way in which 
English-speaking Hindus distance themselves from that frame of mind is to insist that Hinduism is 
not a religion at all, but a way of life (Hawley and Narayanan 2006:11)
If “Hinduism” is then a recent formulation, H and N ask what could give coherence to the 
tradition as a whole. They suggest that across the sweep of Indian religious history one can settle 
on ‘at least five elements that give shape to Hindu religion: doctrine, practice, society, story and 
devotion’ (2006: 12). However these are not univocal and would not correspond to say the “five 
pillars” of Sunni Islam^ .^ H and N note that Hindus relate to them as strands in an elaborate 
braid, each strand developing out of a history of conversation, elaboration and challenge. They 
emphasize this last part, suggesting that in looking for coherence in the tradition attention needs 
to be given to ‘characteristic points of tension’, important matters that needed to be argued out to 
help the tradition come together (ibid). The possibility of discussing the diverse notions of Hindu 
tradition within these five strands is extremely useful where Hindu mythology as story is one of 
the strands woven into the others. Amongst the strands, H and N focus on the “practice” of lived 
Hinduism, saying that is itself a huge subject and needs to be viewed from various different 
approaches. According to this categorization the focus of this study would be “story” in “practice”. 
I will discuss three of the strands (doctrine, society and practice) and adopt the categorization to 
address literature and key issues relevant for this study. H and N in “doctrine” refer to the 
theological concepts expressed in Hindu sacred texts that I take further to address the issue of 
multiple texts and the relative autonomy of the theological concepts they contain. Under “society” 
I will extend the reference to caste to address regional and particular concepts relevant to this 
study. In “practice” I will be moving from the ‘common grammar of ritual practice’ of H and N to 
looking at the implication of studying “everyday practice” in social theory and its relation to 
religion.
Doctrine
Doctrine in terms of the textual and scriptural studies of Hindu mythology has already been 
discussed. This brought up tensions presented in the binaries of the textual/oral and the
In elaborating the problem of terminology in Hinduism, Fuller takes the example of Islam, where the term “Islam” 
that means submission to God, is given to that religion by Muhammed himself. For most Muslims, a Muslim is 
someone who accepts the “five pillars”; recognition of one God and his prophet, observance of Ramadan fast, giving of 
alms, observance of five daily prayers, and an ideal obligation to make a pilgrimage to Mecca. “Islam” and “Muslim” are 
indisputable Muslim categories, although there might be dispute about the meaning of these terms among Muslims, 
and much variation in the forms of Islam.
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Sanskrit/vernacular. H and N present conceptual tensions within the vast textual tradition, 
anchored to ‘the Vedas (meaning “knowledge”), the oldest core of Hindu religious utterance’ 
(organized through centuries primarily by the scholarly Brahmin caste) (Hawley and Narayanan 
2006: 12). There is tension particularly in considering the relation of the One to the Many, the 
universal/absolute to the particular. The doctrines also establish the concepts of dharm a  (moral 
law, proper behaviour in relation to god and society), sam sara  (eternal cycle of birth, suffering, 
death, and rebirth), karm a  (action in this and other lives) and moksha (release from births).
Smith (1989) notes the above concepts also belong to other Indie religions (Buddhism and 
Jainism) and offers another mode of defining Hinduism based on authority of the Vedas and the 
Brahmin class. This allows further room for locating all doctrinal/conceptual variants of 
Hinduism and puts it in relation to Buddhism and Jainism that share with it many parts of the 
mythical narrative tradition. This is evident in the popularity of the epic narratives, the 
Ram ayana  and the M ahabharata  in South East Asian countries where Buddhism is the main 
religion. Three classifications of Indian religions are of importance here: 1) those that accept the 
authority of both the Veda and the Brahmin class (mainline Hindu traditions), 2) those that 
accept the authority of the Veda but not of the Brahmin class (some strains of Tantrism and 
radical devotionalistic bhakti sects) and 3) those that reject the authority of both (Buddhism and 
Jainism). All these types share the above-mentioned theological concepts and many of the stories 
and deities of the narrative tradition. In fact Hindu mythology in the puranic  phase has brought 
under its wings the revolutionary Buddhist age by making Buddha one of the incarnations of 
Vishnu as part of the Vaishnavite tradition.
Society
H and N refer here to an aspect of Hindu life, as noted by foreign visitors in the past who 
witnessed an ‘unusually well-stratified system of social relations’ that has come to be known in 
English as the caste system (ibid: 13). The category of “caste” is also problematic as it is not an 
indigenous term. Sharma (1999) notes that the term ‘caste’ was first used by the Portuguese 
during their 16* century voyages to India. It comes from the Spanish word ‘casta’ with a Latin 
root meaning ‘chaste’ or ‘pure’. The Portuguese used this to describe what they saw as a highly 
segregated society, the most striking expression of this being between privileged groups and the 
untouchables who were considered impure. The first point of reference for an indigenous term is 
the varna  classification mentioned in a hymn of the Rig Veda (1400 B.C) (Kumar 2005: 44) as 
constituted during the creation of the world where a primeval being called Purusha was 
sacrificed. From his mouth the Brahman varna  (priests/scholars, management of knowledge) 
was created, from the arms the Kshatriya (kings and warriors), from the thighs the Vaishya
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(merchants and farmers) and from his feet the Shudra (servants) (Thapar 1993: 26). H and N 
note that there is a vast difference between this conceptual system and innumerable endogamous 
birth groups (jati) that constitute Indian society “on the ground”. Apart from classification based 
on occupation in the above case, varnais seen as referring to colour (Kumar 2005), to racial 
distinctions based on the Aryan theory (De Riencourt 2006) or as Aurobindo saw it, segregation 
based on one’s nature, capacity and spiritual advancement (Sharma 1999). A hierarchy is already 
evident in varna’s mythical origin if one considers the Hindu notion that the head is the purest 
and the feet the most polluted part of the body, or simply between high and low. Dumont’s (1966) 
most influential work on the caste system Homo Hierarchicus has put this hierarchical 
opposition of the pure and the impure as fundamental to the system of relations between caste 
groups in India. Aurobindo’s interpretation of varna  as one’s nature tries to correct this if we 
imagine the primeval being as lying down and that all parts of his body are of equal value with 
groups emerging to establish an organized society. However history has shown that this is not the 
case, and the expression of the classification has been highly exploitative.
Nevertheless the notion of caste is highly prevalent in contemporary Indian society, and there is 
need to understand its current form. H and N note the system has highly variant local and 
sectarian forms. For this study (in a regional Brahmin dominated urban locality) a relevant work 
is of Frank F. Conlon (1977) that brings up a complex set of terms explaining local caste 
expression. Conlon looks at ‘the birth of a ja t i ’ as to how a segment of the Gaud Saraswat 
Brahmin (GSB) families - drawn mostly from the sm arta  Kushathalikars who migrated south of 
Goa and formed their own caste’ of Saraswat Brahmins (SB) (1977: 79). The sm arta  
Kushthalikars were known to be of the Kaundinya gotra  with Mangesh as their family deity 
(kula-devata/lineage deity). The group moved for economic reasons but were ostracised by the 
guru/swami from their community religious organization (Gaudapadacharya Matha) leaving 
them to adopt a new guru, set up a new establishment and hence a new caste group. Now the 
various categories have to be teased out of the above sentences.
Firstly “caste” here would refer broadly to the Brahmins, and a recognised Brahmin “sub-caste” is 
the Smarta (similarly Madhva, Iyengar etc.). According to Conlon then the group of SB is the ja ti. 
He adopts from F. B. Bailey and refers to a larger aggregation of persons of seemingly related 
ja tis  in the same linguistic region, same traditional occupations and sometimes the same name as 
“caste-clusters” (which is here GSB). Kushthalikar is the “family name” and their family lineage is 
associated to the Kaundinya “gotra”, the history of a line of generations linked to primeval Rishis 
(holy men/sages - in this case Kaundinya). The Matha is a Brahmin religious organisation with 
members of a select sub-caste and affiliated to a succession of gurus/swamis stemming from a 
founder guru/scholar/priest preaching a specific Hindu philosophical school of thought. Finally
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lineage prescribes allegiance to a particular “family deity”. Conlon notes that the terms ‘caste’, 
ja t f  and ‘sub-caste’ have and are used with varying degrees of specificity, depending upon the 
context or purpose (ibid: 6). Say for matrimonial alliances it becomes necessary to mention the 
sub-caste, but in a general village affair a ‘caste’ or ‘caste-cluster’ identity is employed. Conlon’s 
categorization is relevant to this study mainly in pointing that there are several variables that 
form the identity of a particular group or person. Lived Hinduism or popular Hinduism, as a 
construct, has to take into account the infinitely diverse set of groups that could be seen to 
constitute it. Also important is what Conlon notes about the terms being used with varying 
degrees of specificity. Since caste is itself a foreign term, the terms caste, caste-cluster and sub­
caste could also relate to variable social realities in the field.
Hence a basic consolidate of lineage, gotra  and family deity, family name, set of customs and 
rituals, allegiance to a caste interest association/institution (in this case the religious 
establishment of the Matha) is recognized by Conlon as forming a primary expression of a 
Brahman caste group. Sharma (1999) notes that in urban areas, residential segregation 
sometimes displays caste clustering and also regional and linguistic ties more than caste 
solidarity. Hence social identity in Indian society might construct itself around various possible 
caste variables, religious traditions, regional and linguistic ties, and other modern secular 
notions. She also says that modern social scientists have debated whether contemporary caste 
membership is a form of ethnicity. Fuller’s (1996) claim is that caste identity among middle-class 
Indians is a bit like ethnic identity among middle-class Americans. Sharma notes that castes do 
seem to be like ethnic groups where recruitment is by descent and that ‘they are supposed to 
display a degree of cultural difference from other groups of the same order’ (Sharma 1999: 72). 
She however cautions against conflating caste and ethnicity lest it might flatten out some 
important differences, as notions of ritual pollution, subordination and precedence, and religious 
affinities being important issues. Sharma concludes that though caste can be seen as a variant of 
the vague category of ethnicity, it is definitely among other things, a way in which difference is 
constructed (ibid).
Practice, place and space
H and N note that many Hindus would place ‘practice’ as the most important of all the strands 
and despite India’s extensive variety, ‘a common grammar of ritual behaviour does connect 
various places, strata, and periods of Hindu life’ (2006: 12). Again it is suggested that these 
commonalities emerge from the Vedas, but H and N point to ubiquitous ritual vocabulary 
concerned with the worship of God as an image/icon different from and existing along with the 
Vedic rituals Qioma, yagna  - symbolic sacrifice and life cycle rituals). Worship is mainly called 
puja  [praising (the deity)], and echoes conventions of hospitality prescribed for an honoured
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guest. The other key aspect of worship is prashad  (grace, gift of food) that refers to the sharing of 
food that is first served to the deity. Stephen Huyler (2006) mentions other aspects of 
Brahminical worship - the arati (worship with a source of fire) and vrata  (prescribed ritual for a 
chosen deity/usually a fast or a vow/more elaborate series of rituals than puja). R and S Freed 
(1998) speak of S.S. Wadley’s approach that includes a fifth element as katha (ritual story). sThe 
intention of this study however is to locate the contexts of myth use within^^and perhaps beyond 
these prescribed practices in a broader dimension of popular Hinduism. The occurrence of myth 
in occasions of utterance and representation being ubiquitous in Indian society there is need to 
look more broadly at the practice of everyday life of Hindus. This is possible by looking at the 
study of “everyday life” in social theory addressing broadly some of the ideas of Michel de Certeau 
in his book The Practice o f  E veryday life (1984).
De Certeau dedicates his book to the “ordinary man”, the common hero, and a ubiquitous 
character that is very ancient and in all ages comes before texts, very much like the “ordinary 
Hindu” of Fuller’s popular Hinduism. In locating the everyday de Certeau picks two modes of 
thinking in studies of “popular culture”. The first is where works have studied representations of 
a society, on the one hand, and its modes of behaviour, on the other. He urges to build on this; an 
example being the analysis of images of television broadcasting (representation) and of time 
spent watching television (behaviour) to be complemented by studies of what the consumer 
“makes” or “does” during this time and with the images. The presence and circulation of a 
representation tells us nothing of the manipulation of it by its users who are not its makers. In 
linguistics the “act of speaking” (with emphasis on enunciation) is not reducible to a  knowledge 
of the language.
The second mode is explained with reference to Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish. 
Foucault brings attention to miniscule technical procedures that reorganize the functioning of 
power, sapping the strengths of institutions and redistributing the discursive space in order to 
make it the means of a generalized “discipline” (surveillance). De Certeau suggests that in this 
supposed ubiquitous grid of “discipline” it is important to see how an entire society resists being 
reduced to it: popular procedures that manipulate the mechanisms of discipline (conforming and 
evading). He brings attention to the “ways of operating” that constitutes ‘innumerable practices 
by means of which users re-appropriate the space organized by techniques of socio-cultural 
production’ (1984: xiv).
1 9  Worship in lived Hinduism is most commonly expressed as the act of darsan  and puja, with several related forms 
like vrata, katha, and ritual actions such as arati, abhishekam  etc. The practice of lived Hinduism is firstly a varied set 
of prescribed worship and ritual action.
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In locating the unrecognized producers (poets of their own acts, actors, authors, practitioners) de 
Certeau makes a distinction between “strategies” and “tactics”. A “strategy” is ‘the calculus of 
force-relationships which becomes possible when a subject of will and power (a proprietor, an 
enterprise, a city, a scientific institution) can be isolated from the “environment”’ (p: xix). It 
assumes a place that can be delimited as its own, a “proper’’^ » signifying a victory over space and 
time, with a specific type of knowledge that is ‘sustained and determined by the power to provide 
oneself with one’s own place’ (ibid: 36). In contrast the “tactic” does not have a place and depends 
on time^h It insinuates itself into the other (the “proper” of strategies), it belongs to the other, 
takes its place, ‘fragmentarily, without taking it over in its entirety, without being able to keep it 
at a distance’ (ibid: xix). De Certeau notes that many everyday practices (talking, reading, moving 
about, shopping, cooking etc.) are tactical in character, and so are, more generally, many “ways of 
operating”22.
Four aspects of de Certeau’s ideas are useful in significant ways for this study. The first is related 
to his exploration of “ways of operating” inthe analyses of ‘walking’ as an aspect of daily urban 
life, in the essay Walking in the City. With the analogy of standing on the 110^  ^floor of the World 
Trade Centre and looking down, he points to how the elevation transfigures one into a voyeur and 
the city of New York into a text that lies before one’s eye. He suggests that this totalizing eye 
imagined by painters from medieval times and continuing in projections of city planners or 
cartographers, contributes to the ‘...“geometrical “or “geographical” space of visual, panoptic, or 
theoretical constructions’ that is a misunderstanding of practices (ibid: 93). The ordinary 
practitioners of the city, at an elementary form of experiencing the city, are walkers. They use 
spaces that cannot be seen andwith their bodies following ‘the thicks and thins of an urban “text” 
they write without being able to read it’ (ibid: 97). Going further with the linguistic analogy, de 
Certeau makes a comparison with “speech acts” and unravels walking as a space of enunciation's. 
Walking is to the urban system what the speech act is to language. The story at ground level 
begins with myriad footsteps ‘...their swarming mass...an innumerable collection of singularities’ 
(ibid: 97). Pedestrian movements are not localized but it is rather they that spatialize. In this 
study this notion helps to move from a totalizing notion of the “locality” of BSG in the “city” of 
Bangalore towards considering the spatiality of ‘ordinary practitioners’ as in chapters four and 
five (ibid: 93).
20 A spatial or institutional localization (p: xix)
It cannot count on a “proper”, nor thus on a border-line that distinguishes the other as visible totality. The place of 
the tactic belongs to the other (p: xix)
22 The tactics that depend on time without capitalizing on it can be best understood with his example of reading (texts 
or images). He points to the ‘improvisation and expectation of meanings’ inferred by the reader from and above the 
text. She doesn’t stockpile these (unless by writing/recording) and cannot protect against the erosion of time, unless 
she buys the object (book, image) which is no more than a substitute (the spoor or promise) of moments “lost” in 
reading (p: xxi).
23 This will be discussed further in the introduction to chapter four on pages 77-78.
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The second aspect that is useful is in considering religious practices or the practices concerning 
the sacred along with what de Certeau locates as ‘everyday operations’ of reading, talking, 
walking, dwelling, cooking etc. The attempt here is to try and think of religious practices as part 
of everyday practices or from another angle, to highlight in everyday ways of operating, those 
practices that are somehow connected to the religious and the sacred. This is especially important 
as one of the intentions of this study is to interrogate the straightforward dichotomies suggested 
between the sacred and the ordinary as categories that ‘mark-off everyday practices and spaces 
(discussed below). De Certeau suggests that the everyday operations are tactical in character. 
There needs to be caution here. Through Foucault’s attention to procedures against disciplinary 
structures and hence conceptualizing strategies as “fields of force”, de Certeau adds that tactics 
are polemical designed as the practices of the weak against the strong place of strategies. For this 
study it is helpful to consider this through a ‘gradation’ in the polemical character of tactics. 
Ordinary operations considered tactical need not all be (overtly) polemical, but considered here 
at one level as dialogic (in relation to particular totalizing constructs) and at another level as 
locative and descriptive of everyday use of religious constructs in particular ‘moments’ 
(highlighting tactics as dependent on time) of practice^^.
The notion of resistance is nevertheless helpful in conceptualizing tactics of Hindu practice as the 
tradition presents various instances of hegemonic, hierarchical, segregatory, male-centered 
traditional values and disciplinarian prescribed practices. This indicates the third aspect that is 
helpful especially in considering the relational dimension of the practice of residents and the 
organizational and institutional elements of religious traditions in the locality of BSG. These 
could be in touching upon the ‘strategic’ inreligious establishments/enterprises that represent 
specific historic schools of thought with prescribed loyalties to deities, lineages, caste-groups, 
exclusive customs/practices, nationalistic fundamentalist religious groups, political groups, new  
age spiritual leaders/gurus, movements and their establishments. The above three aspects help to 
elaborate the context of myth use in the spatiality of practices through the relational dimension of 
the actor to the sacred, the religious establishments and the ordinary.
The fourth aspect is in the ‘possibility’ of highlighting those practices that involve the occurrence 
of myths through telling and sharing of mythical narratives; the “utterances”, instances and 
spaces that these narratives occupy, the activities they facilitate and are attached to within 
religious/sacred and other everyday practices. De Certeau refers to the drawback in the method of
24 One of the ways Morris (1998) considers the ‘popular’ of popular culture is in Michel de Certeau’s sense as being an 
“art of timing”, a way of doing things rather than a space or zone of culture (p: 24). With regard to De Certeau’s praxis 
as enunciation, Morris discusses Margaret Morse’s point that de Certeau often translates enunciation as evasion. This 
is a problem where the “fugitive” nature of speech act concerns him more than its cohesive, dialogic and referential 
powers (p: n o ) .
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analysis of myths by Lévi-Strauss among others where ‘it extracts the documents from their 
historical context and eliminates the operations of speakers in particular situations of time, place, 
and competition’ (ibid: 20). The momentary and temporary enunciative procedures of everyday 
linguistic practices and their practitioners are excluded from the laboratory; but the speech act 
cannot be parted from its circumstances. This takes one step further in the study of “myths in 
context”. It is not just textual myths verses the myths in living socio-cultural context, but the 
innumerable acts of “spoken myths” or “utterances” in the everyday lives of the practitioners.
The special importance of the oral tradition in Indian mythology has been widely discussed by 
scholars, as O’Flaherty (1976) notes that in India we encounter more oral traditions than written. 
The origin of all the major texts is owed to a significant oral tradition that existed long before the 
stories were committed to writing. The Rig Veda was preserved orally even when Indians had 
been using writing for centuries, and is so even to this day. O’Flaherty notes the detrimental 
status associated with writing in Hindu scriptures, where in one it is stated that a pupil should 
not recite the Veda after he has eaten meat, seen blood or a dead body, had sexual intercourse, or 
engaged in writing^s. Writing here is a polluting activity. Also, people who ‘read and recite (rather 
than memorize) the Veda are grouped with corrupters and sellers of the Veda, as people heading 
for hell’ (1976: 57). Important Hindu texts like the Upardshads and the Bhagavad Gita are 
presented as an account of a conversation between two people (teacher/student, god/human). 
With this special emphasis on reciting, telling and hearing of sacred texts, the oral tradition^^ 
forms a significant part of lived Hinduism. Hindu mythology thought as ‘living’ is due to the 
innumerable instances of reciting, telling and hearing through history and the present. The ‘oral 
tradition’ is hence an abstraction or aggregate of these infinite occasions of “utterances” that have 
and do occur in specific moments of the everyday lives of the practitioners in particular place, 
space and time. This practice has not received scholarly attention perhaps because of the 
difficulty in locating it empirically, or as de Certeau notes of the nature of circumstantial speech 
acts that they cannot be easily grasped, recorded, transported, and examined in secure places. 
This is the case in this study as well, where de Certeau’s ideas help to highlight the particularities 
of time and space to context; but to capture, observe and analyse these moments is problematic^^. 
This study relies on the analyses of accounts from respondents that hint at these practices.
Orality is also a significant aspect of several devotional traditions that emerged in medieval India 
thatis addressed to as comprising the Bhakti tradition. Bhakti can be broadly described as a
25 Within the discourse of purity and pollution in Hinduism, these activities are assigned the status as being ‘pollutants’ 
of sacred environments. Another common practice is of menstruating women not entering temples or engaging in 
sacred activities as menstrual blood is considered as polluting. Fuller (1992) and Doniger (1976) note that an aspect of 
this emphasis on the oral tradition is tied to the exclusivity of the privileged group of Brahmins. The reciting became 
like coded learning between the male upper-caste priests.
26 Discussed later in chapter six
27 As discussed in chapter three on methodology, on page 57
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certain attitude, a way of being/behaving. H and N note that ‘bhakti (intense sharing, devoted 
adoration) is a broad tradition of loving God’, that is mostly associated with vernacular poet- 
saints throughout India. With an emphasis on religious enthusiasm and devotion^® and 
representing significant vernacular bodies of work sometimes without any trace of mediation 
through the pan-Indian Sanskrit traditions the bhakti movement in medieval India represents 
significant polemical ruses of practice that subverted the caste and religious hegemony. As with 
everything else in Hinduism the range of bhakti is vast and there are also traditions that 
acknowledge hierarchical traditions (for example saint Tulasi das). Bhakti also enjoys widespread 
significanceas an important ingredient in the epic-puranic literatures^. Mankekar’s (1999) 
ethnography of television in India reveals among other things, the far-reaching influence of the 
epic narratives that were televised by the state run broadcasting company. For a majority of 
people these television episodes became part of ‘ritual viewing’. This does not mean ‘regular’ 
watching, or doing of a certain activity, when one remarks that it is being done religiously. It 
involves a certain kind of activity, that of bhakti, which Mankekar describes as something that 
translates as ‘devotion’, a state of ‘submitting to’ and holding in ‘reverence’ the deity or the object 
or activity in question. In this case bhakti is part of what the participant “does” with the televisual 
text. It is an important feature of ritual, worship and several aspects of everyday practice of the 
Indian religious traditions.
In moving from theoretical exploration to empirical understanding of everyday practices, we 
come to a physical place and an object of study. The event of an “utterance” in everyday practice, 
in its immediate socio-cultural and religious context cannot be isolated from the (physical) place 
of its occurrences». These events occur in particular places, spaces and times, surrounded by and 
in interaction with animate and inanimate objects and material surroundings. To elaborate on 
this I will briefly address issues of place discussed by Edward S. Casey (1996) in his essay H ow to 
Get from  Space to Place in a Fairly Short Stretch o f Time. Casey suggests that a 
phenomenological approach to understanding “place” can turn around the assumption that 
places are the determinations of an absolute and infinite monolith of Space. A phenomenological 
account starting from the role of perception in matters of place will allow asking whether the very
23 This is comparable to Sufism. Many bhakti saints who were bom  muslims (Kabir, Sishunala Shariff) or from non­
brahmin origin adopted secular mysticism that had extensive following and motivated significant socio-religious 
changes in medieval India.
29 Here bhakti is prescribed as the most significant if not the only way to approaching god in the current epoch of Kali 
yuga  and its moral degeneration.
30 There is need for caution here. The defining nature of tactics was that it does not have a place. This is mainly a 
theoretical place  intending the lack of a “proper” place  for tactics in contrast to strategies. The notion of tactics and 
strategies help locate everyday practices, and most everyday practices are tactical in nature. I have located “utterances” 
within such everyday “ways of operating”, but in terms of the ethnographic approach of myths in social context suggest 
that these utterances have to occur in specific physical environments (place and space) at a particular moment (time). 
De Certeau’s intent for tactics (which is beyond the scope of this study) extends to investigate everyday practice for say 
it’s possible formal procedures, stmctures and rules, decision making procedures, how intelligence and knowledge is 
constituted etc.
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idea of space is posterior to that of place, perhaps even derived from it. Casey argues that 
perception provides bare starting points called “sensations”, “sense data”, “impressions”, as in 
Kant’s word for “sensations” (Empfindungen) - ‘which alert us to the fact that we are perceiving, 
and they convey certain of the very qualities (including the secondary qualities) of the surfaces of 
what we perceive’ (p: 17).
Casey notes that along with this there must be as an ingredient in perception from the start, a 
conveyance of what being in places is all about - ‘the perceiver finds herself in the midst of an 
entire teeming place-world rather than in a confusing kaleidoscope of free-floating sensory data’ 
(ibid). Perception at a primary level is synesthetic, it is an affair of the whole body sensing and 
moving. Casey says this perception is not about receptivity, as if the perceiving subject were 
merely passive, but primary perception cannot be separated from myriad modes of concrete 
action: to ‘perceive synesthetically is to be actively passive’, being absorptive yet constitutive, both 
at once (p: 18). Also the primacy of perception is not pre-cultural or pre-social; cultural and social 
structures are sediment in the deepest levels of perception. Moreover the perceiving body is not 
merely a physical object but it is a lived body that has what is called (Casey borrows from 
Merleau-Ponty) - “corporeal intentionality”. Through this the lived body integrates itself with its 
concrete place by “intentional threads” that bind body and place in a common complex of 
relations. The experience of perceiving requires ‘a corporeal subject who lives in a place through 
perception’ the lived body enriched in various kinaesthesia’s, synaesthesia’s and sonesthesia’s 
(ibid: 22). It also requires a place that is amenable to this body-subject extending its own 
influence back on the subject.
I wish to apply this to conceptualizing the sacred as established in relations between the lived 
body and place. This is especially important in considering the most primary acts of Hindu 
practice that emphasize perception of the sacred in seeing (darsan), hearing/heard (shruti), 
reciting (mantra, shloka, sutra), memorizing (smriti) and in action (namaskara, pradakshina  - 
circumambulations, ritual performance). Diana L. Eck (1998) notes that darsan  in Hindu ritual 
tradition refers to religious seeing, or the visual perception of the sacred. There is the darsan  of a 
place - of pilgrimage/sacred sites, darsan  of the deity and darsan  of holy persons. The pilgrimage 
or the visit to a temple is the natural extension of the desire for darsan  of the divine image. Eck 
notes in popular terminology Hindus say that the deity or holy person “gives darsan” and the 
people “take or receive darsan” showing that the deity or holy person “allow themselves to be 
seen”. She points to the prominence of the eyes in Hindu divine images where it is not only the 
worshiper seeing the deity but the deity seeing the worshiper as well. O’Flaherty (1976) says the 
oral nature of the Vedic tradition is evident in its name shruti (what is heard), as it is originally 
believed to have been “heard” (shruta) by inspired seers. It is also related as a direct “revelation”
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from the divine, that the seers “saw” the Vedas implying synaesthesia. The absolute form of the 
Vedas is in prescribed chanting and hearing has transferred it to worshipers/ disciples. In 
contrast to the divine Veda that is heard, there are man-made epics that are “remembered” 
(smriti). The most basic action that acknowledges the sacred is the namaskara, prostrating 
before the deity, touching the feet of the deity and transferring the touch to one’s own head or 
chest. These present notions of embodied and emplaced sacred that define sacred places and 
activities.
The sacred seen this way as constructed in interaction between humans-corporeal subjects and 
humans/deity in particular places can be seen to relate to ideas of social construction by Berger 
and Luckman (1967). Craib (1992) notes that Berger and Luckman are concerned with the 
shared, taken for granted, common-sense meanings and the shared overarching meanings that 
develop out of them that constitute social organization. They give primacy to religious values and 
meanings that bring about such social organization. It was Durkheim who claimed that the sacred 
was central to a religion and hence to society. Avoiding such an essentialist position it is 
important here to address the notion of the sacred. Pickering (2002) points out that for 
Durkheim the sacred is something irreducible and inviolable. It is independent of the idea of god 
and is prior to it, never being dissolved and continually coming into existence. The sacred is 
relative where each society creates what is especially sacred for them, and Durkheim agreed to 
there being different degrees of sacred things. From the onset Durkheim places the ‘sacred’ 
within a bipartite division with the ‘profane’. Durkheim suggests the sacred-profane dichotomy is 
fundamental to religious and social life. Pickering notes that dualities abound in Durkheim’s 
thought and philosophical leanings, and were strengthened by his acquaintance with the study of 
Australian aboriginals. He was clear that the division of things comes from man himself in the 
way he thinks about the world and structures society (Pickering 1984:118).
Durkheim’s use of the notion of taboo to understand the profane and hence its opposite, the 
sacred, implies a stronger sense of the irreligious, or a negative opposition intended in the word 
‘profane’. He also however suggests that two kinds of religious forces exist as part of the sacred 
itself: the benevolent/pure forces, and the malevolent/impure forces3\  Hence Pickering notes 
that the meaning of profane is not clear as it simply denotes everything that is not sacred, that is 
left out, the mundane and the ordinary. These dichotomies are useful for this study with the 
primary criterion of identifying myths in social context in relation to the sacred (Discussed 
below). Attention is brought to the ‘marking off of the sacred as separate from the ordinary. 
Pickering (1990) as a theorist of practice insists on the need to consider Durkheim’s ideas in the
31 The benevolent are beneficent powers or forces, impersonal or diffused, anthropomorphic, protectors, gods, holy 
places, inspiring love and gratitude. The malevolent are evil or impure powers, productive of disorder, death, sickness, 
for example corpses, menstrual blood etc (Pickering 1984:127)
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context of actual social situations, and to try to empirically locate the sacred as defined by 
Durkheim in contemporary societies. The study in BSG will help to interrogate the 
appropriateness of such static binaries as sacred and ordinary. It will help to disrupt these strong 
oppositions by using the modelof a ‘spectrum’ across which sacredness is to be seen as 
constructed in degrees between very strongly marked, weakly marked and unmarked contexts of 
everyday life. Nevertheless Durkheim’s irreducible notion of the sacred in society, considered as 
separate from religion, god or material object retains a certain strategic value in highlighting the 
nature of sacredness in domestic spaces and use of myths in particular instances of everyday 
practice, provided that it is recognized that the sacred also has a concrete organizational, 
collective and institutional expression in a given place.
This section so far has addressed the location of practice in the everyday life of practitioners and 
its relation to (different notions of) place. There is the theoretical place of de Certeau’s strategies 
of its own power and will, separate from an environment, a “proper” (legitimizing enterprises, 
institutions, proprietors, and cities). There is place  that the organizations, institutions and 
enterprises occupy, generating relations with an exterior distinct from them. There is also the 
physical place that these establishments occupy in a particular environment. For de Certeaup/ace 
is ‘the order (of whatever kind) in accord with which elements are distributed in relations of 
coexistence...an instantaneous configuration of positions’ (1984: 117). While a space exists when 
one considers the ‘vectors of direction, velocities, and time variables...space is composed of 
intersections of mobile elements’ (ibid). Space is practiced place. As seen above, in considering 
walking as an example of an everyday practice, walkers transform the place of the street 
geometrically defined by urban planning into a space. Here the physical environment is 
transformed and made dynamic by practice. Casey (1996), by contrast, does not take place  to be 
something simply physical, compared to say a site that has a position and is fixed. For Casey 
place “gathers” much more than the meanings intended by de Certeau. He suggests that a place is 
not a thing but an event, places not just are but they happen. Place gathers lives and things each 
with its own space and time into one arena of common engagement.
Although de Certeau and Casey’s approach to place and space may seem incompatible, it is useful 
to view them as two parallel modes of understanding in this study. They could be seen as two 
sides of a coin, or two different viewing glasses through which to view. De Certeau implicitly 
places the observer outside and breaks down the understanding of places through graphical 
representations, or any such totalizing paradigms of imagining place (geographical demarcations, 
perspectival imaginings in art etc.), bringing attention to the practiced place (space of 
innumerable operations of individuals). With Casey, the observer is within; there is no viewpoint 
from the 'outside'. In viewing and observing we are already emplaced. Place is firstly perceived as
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extending from where the contours of the body stop, but the body itself is also in place. Place is 
always full of our perceptions/memories/stories, and place acts back on the body with the same. 
It gathers us as corporeally intentional subjects along with inanimate objects with space and time 
exclusive to each. We move variously within place inscribing space. Munn (2003) draws on Casey 
with regard to this^ .^ Hence place as 'event', which if we put on the 'Casey viewing glass' allows us 
to perceive sacred place as an event populated/constituted by moving/perceiving 
bodies/ individuals, objects, stories, memories; myths are implicit in this event. The 'de Certeau 
viewing glass' breaks down the 'chosen field' of study, away from maps to innumerable patterns 
(upon which a graphical imagining is usually imposed). The 'Casey viewing glass' allows focusing 
on experiences starting with ‘individuals’ (as corporeal intentional bodies) in place with multiple 
layers of perception (including stories, memories, myths); with the individual sensing place and 
place acting on the individual. De Certeau allows locating operational logic and patterns. Casey 
forms a broad background to locate the experiential dimension of individuals. The point where de 
Certeau and Casey do come close is in their notion of space. Somewhat close to de Certeau’s space 
as practiced place is Casey’s view in whichspaceis considered as circumscribed by a moving body 
with corporeal intentionality within place. Here the corporeal intentionality of the sensing body 
brings in a further dimension of perception: the kinaesthetic, synesthetic and sonesthetic 
elements into the space making activity. Hence Casey’s space viewed through practice 
(movement) of an individual actor could be considered as a rationalized grid of coordinates.
Both de Certeau’s and Casey’s notions of space are relevant to this study (as elaborated in chapter 
four and five) as they help understand practice of residents of BSG in two domains, one as 
descriptive of collective practices of residents in the sacred geography of the locality, and one that 
is tied to individual practice in unique space-time. Similarly place  in de Certeau’s view helps to 
speak of sacred geographies of the locality with collective religious sites, institutions and practices 
while Casey’s notion of pZace as ‘event’ (with stories, histories, memories, lives and things/objects 
with their own space and time) helps to address individual practice. The de Certeau view, apart 
from highlighting the physicality and materiality ofplace and the spatiality of practice, also helps 
locate a dimension to such a sacred place  or sitethat could signify ‘strategic’ operative systems of 
will and power through religious establishments or codified collective interests.
Defining myths
Csapo (2007) shows that according to the Oxford English Dictionary, “myth” is defined as “a 
purely fictitious narrative” while experts show that ‘in the society for which the myth is a myth its 
quality as myth usually depends upon it being received as true’ (2007: 2). This presents another
32 Munn’s notion of mobile spatial fields will be discussed in the introduction to Chapter five.
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case where the quality assigned to the object by the observer is diametrically opposed to that 
given by the participant. Csapo^s brings attention to the problem of terminology and definition 
that has resulted in the multitudinous ways that “myth” has been defined by different observers 
through different approaches. In defining as an attempt to differentiate, myth is considered along 
with other narrative genres like legends and folktales. For this Csapo examines a ‘classic and 
much-cited attempt’ of anthropologist William Bascom (1965) (ibid: 4).
The first notion is that all three genres are primarily oral traditions, but myths and legends are 
considered “true” while that is not a criterion for folktales. Myth is of a remote past while legends 
and folktales present a world very much like it is today. Other relevant points are that myths are 
associated with the sacred, theology and ritual having humans and anthropomorphic characters 
set in an earlier, alternative world (the sky or the underworld). They are origin stories and may 
explain ceremonial paraphernalia or ritual. In contrast legends are often secular with principle 
characters being human. They speak of places, heroes, histories, and dynasties, and local tales of 
treasures, ghosts, fairies, and saints. Folktales could be in any place and time; fairies, ogres, 
deities, humans and animals may appear in them. This is a steep reduction of the whole range of 
distinctions that Csapo or Bascom bring to light, mentioned here to first fix some key notions of 
myth. Folktale and folklore itself is an expansive field that is outside the scope of this study. 
These attempts at definition stem from comparativist agendas and the search for universals. 
Csapo points to the impossibility of finding universals in myths, though there is merit in finding 
cross-cultural patterns and even norms in the classification of narrative genres, as long as one is 
aware that it is only from the perspective of the observer. It has been the concern in this chapter 
to highlight such problematic of terminology and the application of concepts across cultures. 
Csapo suggests a looser sort of classification system that could be more culture-specific (emerging 
from the theory of family resemblances formulated by Ludwig Wittgenstein). He posits that 
something is a myth or a legend because it reminds us in some way of stories that our culture has 
canonized as typical of that genre. This categorization may refer to recognizable processes and 
practices among participants in a culture that provides meaning to the ways a particular narrative 
form is used and constituted.
Csapo points to work of Durkheim, Malinowski and others for whom ‘beliefs of a given society 
were meaningful in relation to its practices and institutions and not to any external or absolute 
criteria...the coherence of myth was derived from its place’ and in the order of a whole social 
system (2005:182). Bronislow Malinowski (1884-1942) was one of the pioneers to locate myth as 
an observable object of study in a particular societal context examining the “life of myths”
33 In his critical introduction to theories of myths from the nineteenth century to the present day, he argues that the 
theories of myth themselves to a large degree constitute mythologies.
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emphasising the relational element of myth and social organization. Strenski (1992) identifies 
four themes34 in Malinowski’s work on myth which continue to remain important nearly a 
century after when he was writing. Amongst the themes a significant one for this study is firstly 
‘the critical role of ‘context’ in interpreting the meaning of myths’ (p: xi). For Malinowski ‘myths 
are not mere “texts”; they are texts in contexts’ to be considered within the situation  of their 
collective or individual creation and use (Strenski 1992: xxi). Myths as narratives within a 
society and culture cannot be fully grasped or appreciated without access to the ‘living culture’ in 
which they are current (ibid).
A second important theme is his ‘exemplary conceptual self-awareness about the epistemological
status of the category of myth’ (ibid: xi). Malinowski knew that in labelling a story as “myth”, he
was ‘marking’ it in a particular way. He argued that a myth theorist will have to defend why they
think a certain story should be called myth, taking responsibility by recognizing that in calling
something a myth, they are marking off that something as a distinct category. Now what would
this distinct category be? He went on to assume that the category of stories he should study and
feature as “myths” were those stories especially marked as “sacred” among the Trobrianders
(ibid: xv). He had rightly or wrongly imported fundamental assumptions from Western culture,
which Strenski adds almost all theorists of myth had done. The Trobrianders did not just have
what Malinowski called ‘stories’, they had their “ZzZi’u,” “libogwo,” “kukwanebu,” “w osi,”
“vinavina,” “m egwa,” and “yopa” (ibid). Malinowski identified three types of stories, the
entertaining, the historical and the sacred, with features described by the natives themselves as
being exclusive to each. The sacred stories by the native name of lili’u are what Malinowski calls
myths. These are tied to ritual, and the central feature is the “belief’ that they are true and
contain the “magical inheritance” from a mythical past, passed on to them by their ancestors. As a
definition of myth we can consider his lines:
...there exists a special class of stories, regarded as sacred, embodied in ritual, morals, and social 
organization, and which form an integral and active part of primitivess culture. These stories live not 
by idle interest, not as fictitious or even as true narratives; but are to the natives a statement of 
primeval, greater, and more relevant reality, by which the present life, fates, and activities of 
mankind are determined, the knowledge of which supplies man with the motive for ritual and moral 
actions, as well as with indications as to how to perform them. (Strenski 1992: 87)
‘Myths’ in relation to Hindu traditions has been used to describe narratives of a body of classical 
‘mythology’ in scholarship of early orientalists and several works of India-studies henceforth.
34As the first theme Strenski identifies Malinowski’s notion of considering myth as part of a functional, pragmatic, or 
perform ed  dimension of culture, as part of activities that do  certain tasks for particular human communities. He 
claimed that myth acts as a pragmatic charter for primitive faith and moral wisdom, it expresses, enhances and codifies 
belief; it could even be a practical guide to the activities it is connected to. Going further to address implications of the 
“practical” aspect of myth as emphasized by Malinowski will end us in the functionalist trap. Though Malinowski as an 
ethnographer remained unparalleled, his work as a functionalist theorist ‘became embroiled in controversy and was 
eventually rejected and ignored in anthropology’ (Turner and Maryanski 1979: 45).
35 The use of the word “primitive” is problematic, and must be accessed with the corrective used by Csapo (2005) as 
referring to “nonliterate and traditional” cultures.
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This is a broad textual corpus. O'Flaherty (1976) notes that it is notoriously difficult to date
Indian religious texts and would be reasonable to postulate several broad areas of Indian
mythology: Rig Veda (c. 1200 B.C.), Brahmanas saidAtharva Veda (c. 900 B.C.), Upanishads (c.
700 B.C.), M ahabharata  (c. 300 B.C. - A.D. 300), Ram ayana  (c. 200 B.C. - A.D. 200), early
Puranas {Brahmanda, M arkandeya, M atsya, Vayu, and Vishnu, c. 300 B.C. - A.D. 500), middle
Puranas {Kurma, Linga, Vamana, Varaha, Agni, Bhagavata, Brahm avaivarta, Saura, Skanda,
and Devi, c. A.D. 500-1000), later Puranas (all others c. A.D. 1000-1500), modern Hindu texts.
These can be represented within three broad periods (recurrent textual traditions): Vedic, Epic-
Puranic (orthodox or post Vedic), and Devotional {Bhakti) (p: 11). However along with this Fuller
points to ethnographic data in several studies having shown a wide range of local, regional myths
and myths of innumerable other traditions in popular Hinduism. A more general definition of the
strand of story in ‘lived Hinduism’ is given by H and N as below:
For at least two millennia, people in almost all corners of India - and now well beyond - have 
responded to certain prominent stories of divine play and divine/human interaction. These concern 
major figures in the Hindu pantheon...Such narratives focus in different degrees on dharmic 
exemplitude, genealogies of human experience, forms of love, and the struggle between order and 
chaos or duty and play. In generating, performing, and listening to these stories, Hindus have often 
experienced themselves as members of a single imagined family (2006:14-15)
Further Hirst and Zavos (2011) note that ‘many stories are common to more than one religious
tradition, may have forms that are not themselves apparently ‘religious’ and may draw on or be
merged with much more localized folk tales’ (p: 76). Hence suggesting that.
Myths in this sense do not obey the rules of categorization we frequently attempt to impose on them. 
They weave their way through different localities and linguistic turns as they are told and re-told, 
acquiring new meanings and drawing imaginatively on other mythic tales as they go (ibid)
The above definitions suggest that ‘myths’ (seen in the Indian context) could broadly be a 
category of stories that are related to the sacred, have a significant dimension of forming a 
commonality amongst diverse members of Hindu traditions, and extend beyond to other religious 
traditions. Further their form and content is highly volatile shifting and turning as they weave 
through different contexts.
What then do we identify as ‘myths’ in a particular contemporary context of an urban locality of 
BSG in Bangalore? What meanings does this category have? As a working definition of myths, 
primarily, I adopt the category of myth as suggested by Malinowski, and hence also extendthe 
primary assumption that for something to be considered a myth it has to be sacred, deal with the 
sacred and indeed constitute and construct the sacred. However there is need to be aware 
whether there is or could be an indigenous category that can be considered along similar lines of 
describing narratives related to the sacred. The study will focus on the changing constructions of 
the category of ‘myth’ as seen to constitute the sacred; places, spaces, rituals, times and aspects of 
everyday practice that are ‘marked off in some way. In the course of the thesis we will see how
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this works in the select locality of the city of Bangalore and in doing so will problematize the 
understanding of a simplistic division between the sacred and the ordinary.
Conclusion
In this chapter the study of “myths in context” has lead to investigate what this “context” is in the 
Indian situation. I first looked at the history of western thought to the origin of the word myth, 
tracing its root to the Greek word muthos. This is already ingrained with the primary dichotomy 
of muthos and logos that has lodged the meaning of myth in the second significant one of 
true/false (rational-positivist truth/fiction). This initiates the problematic of the term m yth  and 
its application across cultures. These primary dichotomies were never felt in the history of Indian 
thought that perhaps presents the contemporary nature of Hindu mythology as “living”. The 
repercussion of this is far reaching and not the focus of this study, but its impact can be viewed in 
an example where the East India Company was setting up a new college in Calcutta in 1796 and 
Indian scholars were asked to write appropriate texts. One of the three books written on Indian 
history was the Rajabali, written in 1808 by Mrityunjay Vidyalankar (Brekke 2002: 16). This 
book was a detailed history of the kings who had ruled India from the very beginning of its 
civilization. Brekke notes that in Vidyalankar’s line of monarchs we find characters from the great 
epic M ahabharata  alongside the historical kings of Magadha and the Delhi Sultans. He points to 
P.Chatteijee calling this the ‘Puranic history’ that also described other works of history by Indian 
authorities at the time^ .^ It was based on the Puranas, ‘the classical Indian texts that describe the 
order of the world and the cyclical rhythm of time as well as the place of men and gods in the 
cosmos’ (ibid: 16). Brekke notes, that the transition in world view from the so-called Puranic, or 
purely legendary, to the western historicist was neither a politically neutral nor a smooth a ffa ir 3 7 .
Another example is of the gotra  mentioned in the context of caste in this chapter. The gotra  
represents family lineage that is traced to one of the primeval Rishis (the Saptarishis - seven 
sages mentioned in the Vedas). This is a case where India shares with China as Vernant notes 
that there is no distinction made between ‘the ritual sphere from the positivist or the cosmic from 
the human’ (Vernant 1980: 78). This is however not entirely true if we consider the development 
of the major philosophical systems as presented by S. Radhakrishna (1923/1989). But these never 
left the sphere of religious thought for example Pathanjall’s Yoga that borrows from and 
constitutes religious scriptures.
36 Here the example needs to be noted only as referring to a form of contiguity between the world of mythical 
characters and Indian people rather than an enquiry into the nature of western and Indian historiography.
37 Brekke refers to R.Guha’s suggestion that western historiography was a tool for the occupation and exploitation of a 
foreign territory; history taught by the British was a tool for power. p:iy.
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For studying the “context” of myths, the notion of “popular” and “lived” Hinduism is appropriate, 
and helps us to consider the significance of “practice” in Hinduism. Through the work of de 
Certeau it was possible to locate the innumerable occasions of “utterances”, the telling of and 
listening to myths in the practice of everyday life. Going one step further with “myths in context” 
now the context involves the practitioners, the place, space and time of these “utterances”. The 
practitioners come with social, economic, historical, religious, gender and age differences. 
Through Casey the practitioners could be conceived of as sensing corporeally intentional subjects 
in a. place that is more a place-world teeming with animate and inanimate objects with their own 
space and time. Then space is practiced place, inscribed by the practitioners. This helped to 
locate the sacred as emplaced and embodied in the activities of the actors though not 
disregarding the sacred of organizational and institutional formal places. The physical and the 
material expression of the religious enterprise in a given place becomes the first broad area of 
“context” when teemed with the ethnographically inclined ideas for the study of myth by 
Malinowski. The second is the innumerable spaces of practice inscribed and insinuated by the 
practitioners of lived Hinduism. The third is the actual events of “utterances” of Hindu mythology 
involving sensing corporeal subjects in formal prescribed or improvised spaces, sacred and 
ordinary environments. The structure of the thesis is based on these three broad areas of 
“context”. Also running through the program of the thesis is to locate mythical narratives in their 
“use” at the same time being aware of the nature of these stories, and the problematic of 
terminology.
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Introduction
The topic of research ‘myths in context’ is inextricably tied to the methodology that is 
ethnography. Malinowski’s approach to studying myths that set it apart from other predominant 
trends of scholarship of myths was pivoted on the specific ‘style of research’ that ethnography 
represents (Brewer 2010: 11). Hence having chosen to investigate a particular aspect of myths 
meant simultaneously choosing the research method; the two are inextricably linked in this case. 
This chapter firstly looks closely at Malinowski’s use of ethnography going on to suggest its 
inherent problems and the significant changes that characterize contemporary ethnographic 
practice. This will be done in keeping with the particular aspects to be considered in designing the 
ethnographic approach for this study, which is at one level a site-specific study like Malinowski’s 
but needs reconsidering in terms of the nature of the site, the community and researcher 
undertaking the research. The chapter then moves to consider the design for ethnography 
addressing key issues in theoretical perspectives and data collection methods, aspects of the site, 
sampling and the general mode of how this particular study was conducted. It then moves on to 
look at issues regarding doing research at ‘home’, touching upon insider research and finally 
bringing special attention to refiexivity.
Site-specific ethnography in an urban locale
Smriti Srinivas writes about her education in the Department of Sociology in Delhi University 
(established in 1949), that in the interest of decolonizations^ the department had refused to make 
a choice between anthropology and sociology, as ‘the classificatory apparatus of colonial 
knowledge girded the distinction’ (Srinivas, S. 2002: 249). She adds that since the ‘social 
complexity of India ranged from tribal groups to “modern” industrial strata’, such a separation 
would not make any intellectual sense (ibid). M.N. Srinivas notes that India presents an ‘extreme 
instance of a complex society with a large tribal population {circa 40 million), people professing 
different faiths, and lifestyle...’ and it would be hard to describe those who study tribes as 
anthropologists and those who study rural and urban communities as sociologists (Srinivas, M. 
N. 2002: 1). So he speaks of a merger of disciplines in intensive fieldwork as being ‘social 
anthropology’ and the term ‘field’ meaning the community of human beings studied. This is 
particularly relevant here as the chosen study is to look at “life of myths” as viewed by Malinowski 
with his choice of ethnography over a desk bound approach to understanding myths. Malinowski 
studied a defined anthropological “field” of “primitive society, but the site under investigation 
here is in a contemporary city with an urban community. In India myths are “living” not only in 
rural and tribal communities but also in the thriving urban spaces with a complex mix of the 
traditional and the contemporary.
38 India received independence on August 15* 1947.
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Brewer (2010) notes, that the ethnography of Malinowski is tied to the emergence of the classical 
tradition of social anthropology in Britain. Malinowski’s approach to the study of myths was 
methodologically significant at the time, locating ‘myth’ as an object of study in the ‘context of 
living faith’ in a pre industrial society. The site of this study is interesting as noted in chapter one, 
as the locality of BSG has rural origins, with its emblematic temple (the Bull Temple) having been 
a part of a community of farmers in late fifteenth century, before the patronage of the first 
warlord. It remained a rural site until the planned extension was implemented in 1898 under 
colonial rule. The site can then be described as a historic site through its sacred geography and 
modern in the urban community that inhabits it. In this way a chosen field and community can 
be described in tandem to Malinowski’s methodology. For Malinowski however myth was one of 
the significant aspects in the ethnographic study of the Trobrianders community as a whole, 
whereas here I am approaching the field of BSG to particularly investigate the issue of the ‘life of 
myths’ in urban India. Hence the methodology can be seen to incorporate aspects of the 
‘anthropology of issues’ (Messerschmidt 1981) and ‘ethnographic fieldwork’ or the ‘intensive 
study of limited areas’ (Stocking Jr. 1983). In the case of Malinowski the research topic was 
intimately tied to the methodology, or can be seen as methodology informing a particular way of 
looking at the topic of myths. It was through ethnography that studying ‘myths in context’ was 
made possible. A little more needs to be said about Malinowski’s ethnographic approach.
Malinowski’s approach lies within the n a t u r a l i s t ic ^ ^  type of ethnography where i t  sought to 
eliminate the ‘effects of the researcher in order to better represent the ‘real’ picture and the ‘true’ 
understanding of the phenomenon’ (Brewer 2010: 38). This aspect was challenged through the 
post-modern critique of ethnography that pointed to ethnographic descriptions being ‘partial, 
selective, even autobiographical in that they are tied to the particular ethnographer’ (ibid: 24-25). 
This implies that the role of the ethnographers be made explicit in the representation of 
ethnography along with locating the data in the context of the social processes that brought them  
about. Thus ‘refiexivity’ points to the need to set the data in the context of the effects of the 
ethnographer within the study. The first factor to be considered here is that I am researching 
‘home’, I belong to the community I am studying. The implications of researching at home and 
refiexivity will be discussed later in the chapter. There is need here to briefly point to certain 
aspects of Malinowski as researcher that seem problematic in view of his beliefs and his 
theoretical standing as a functionalist.
Firstly there is the romanticism that glosses over his ethnographic writing and projects an 
unproblematic view of the natives’community as a soundly functioning organic entity. Following
39 Brewer (2000) defines naturalism as ‘an orientation concerned with the study of social life in real, naturally 
occurring settings; the experiencing, observing, describing, understanding and analysing of features of social life in 
concrete situations as they occur independently of scientific manipulation’ (p: 33).
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the functionalist notion that all parts of a society serve at least one need, myths are seen as 
exclusively having a specific role in the society. This has lead to criticism, as it tends to limit the 
origin and all content of myths to be due to needs they satisfy. There is also the strong western 
point of view in Malinowski’s early works that was common to many scholars during that time 
and some of his work was also directed towards promoting ethnology as a mode of study to help 
European colonials to better understand their colonies. Functionalism4° was criticized for the 
extreme point to which the metaphor of the “biological system” was pushed to explain everything 
in society. Craib notes that this stretching of metaphor makes for an ‘unjustified metaphysical 
assumption about the nature of the world’ (Craib 1992: 63).
Although primarily the notion of a select ‘field’ of study in a particular location is valid to 
investigate myths in context, there is need to consider developments in thinking about place  that 
move further from the unproblematic choice of select sites and communities for research for 
Malinowski and his contemporaries. Anthropologists in the past three decades have been 
responding to issues of the simultaneous prominence and disappearance of place  in 
contemporary ethnography (Coleman and Collins 2006: 2, emphasis added). There has been a 
growing debate about the problems attached to the ideas of space, place and locality in the 
current world of interconnectedness (Appadurai 1988,1995, Gardner 1999, Coleman and Collins 
2006, Hannertz 2006).
Albrow (1997) found in the study of the multicultural locality of Tooting (with significant Indian 
population) in London, that the interviews presented ‘real differences in involvement in local 
culture and quite refined conscious distinctions about the nature of community’ (Albrow 1997: 
49). He writes that ‘locality can sustain as much globalist sentiment as there are sources of 
information...for making sense of worldwide events’, and ‘networks of individuals...can extend as 
far as their resources and will to use the communications at their disposal’ (ibid: 51). He notes 
that the interviews suggested ‘distinct patterns of social activities belonging to networks of social 
relations of very different intensity, spanning widely different territorial extents, from a few to 
many thousands of miles’ (ibid). What emerges here is the disjuncture between a fixed ‘place’ and 
the relative ‘territory’ of activity and social relations that can characterize the local. A particular 
site in a city (or a global city like London) can represent extremely complex and varied notions of 
community or locality. Hence this section has shown that the methodological approach of 
Malinowski that is inextricably tied to the topic of research comes with certain aspects that have
40 The basic notion of functionalism is that all societal structures have a specific function and serve a particular need, 
and have come into existence because of that. Here the functionalist argument tends to become circular where the need  
for a certain structure is also the cause for it, leaving us with a chicken and egg problem. Also the idea of a system with 
all its parts working to serve the functioning of the whole, makes it more or less closed to explanations of change and 
seems to intend that ‘historical change could only come from outside the system’ (Csapo 2005: 280).
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subsequently been criticized and altered, such that the notions of a select field, locality, and 
community have all been challenged, having direct implications for conducting ethnography.
Design for ethnography
As discussed in chapter two, the study of classical Hindu mythology has been predominantly 
oriented towards study of texts. This study looks at “living” classical Hindu mythology along with 
various other stories in the practice of “lived Hinduism”. It is well accepted that all written 
sources of classical myths have been brought to that form only after a significant period of the 
myths being active in the oral domain in the society, mostly memorized and passed on (like the 
Vedic texts). Folklorists and oral historians have collected and studied oral narratives, but their 
interest has been mostly in the stories that only exist in the oral tradition. C. J. Fuller’s (1992) 
study of ‘Popular Hinduism’ combines ethnographic case studies with comparative 
anthropological analysis and draws on textual and historical scholarship as well. But Fuller draws 
from rural sites across the country and builds an argument for the everyday practices of 
Hinduism, which is different from textual Hinduism. This study is more site-specific, situated in 
the urban. Hence a primary frame of site-specific ethnographic method is most suitable for this 
study. The research involved a short pilot study in BSG in August 2007 and the main fieldwork 
for a length of six months split in two phases. The first phase was from October to December 
2007, and a second phase from March to May 2008. Both phases partly overlapped with the two 
predominant festival periods in the year (August to October and February to April).
The emphasis on the occurrence, use and passing on and the orality of myths in everyday practice 
in interaction between two or more actors and their surroundings points to the need to 
understand the circumstances of such interactions. Hence this study is informed by the symbolic 
interactionist approach that was primarily developed by Herbert Blumer (1969). According to this 
approach ‘the researcher must uncover the preconceptions with which social actors interpret 
their circumstances and decide on actions’ (Davies 1999: 43). Thus significance is given to 
understanding the ways in which residents view their locality and their ‘own culturally 
constituted understandings of their action’ (Fuller 1992: 8). This would be helpful in unravelling 
the various ways in which “myth use” is occasioned, and the possible symbolic meanings attached 
to what could be considered as “myth” under such circumstances. The same is true of the notion 
of sacredness if seen in terms of a social reality constructed in processes of interaction between 
actors. Fuller (1992) in using this approach for the study of popular Hinduism suggests that we 
see ‘human society itself, as well as religion, as products of a wider cultural system that represents 
both deities and humans as “actors’” (p: 8). This allows the study to consider all kinds of
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interaction and relationships in the field: between deities, between deities and humans, between 
humans, between humans and symbolic spaces.
Davies (1999) notes that symbolic interactionism shares some basic similarities with another 
theoretical perspective known as ethnomethodology, mainly through the work of Garfinkel 
(1984). However these approaches differ significantly in the methods they use. In view of the 
latter, the enquiry could extend to consider how “myth-telling and listening” is achieved  in every 
day verbal interaction, especially seen in the ethnomethodological subfield of conversation 
analysis initiated by Harvey Sacks (1984). Sacks believed that ‘talk is action not communication’, 
and Conversation Analysis (CA) attempted to develop ‘an analytical understanding of members’ 
vernacular understanding’ (Silverman, 1998). Sacks revealed ‘the existence and analysability of a 
new domain: talk-in-interaction’ (ibid). According to this I would have set out to collect 
‘naturalistic data’ of ‘actual myth tellings’ and analyse the interactions as an extension of CA work 
on stoiytelling (Goodwin 1984, Norrick 2000). The ubiquitous nature of myths in contemporary 
Indian society with innumerable occasions of use within and beyond religious boundaries and 
sacred spheres makes it highly impractical to consider collecting any reasonable “naturalistic 
data”. Moreover this approach is very limited in addressing the larger issues of this study, these 
being the practice of Hinduism, the processes of change and the construction of sacredness. 
Everyday use of myths being the focus, it is to be seen in context in the current atmosphere of an 
historical neighbourhood and other mechanisms of change in the city through the actor’s 
personal histories and perceptions and their identities as Hindu or otherwise. As Nair R. (2003) 
writes, the subtle experiences of individuals and understanding the complexities of social identity 
and local space in eveiyday life can only be gained through the use of ethnography in qualitative 
researching, and in this case with anemphasis on the historical contexts within which 
experiences, understandings and identities are constituted.
The first and the most important place to look for the use of myths is in religious sites and ritual 
practices. These range from institutionalized places and practices, to the minute everyday 
activities in individual households. Interaction between institutions, sacred place, space and 
people is to be understood to locate the context of myths and religious practice. This requires 
looking carefully at the particular activities and practices that embody sacredness, involving myth 
use, and at the same time trying to understand the subjective positions and lives of the actors 
initiating and participating in them, approached through semi-structured, unstructured informal 
and in-depth interviews, participant observation, along with focus group study with members of 
individual households.
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Malinowski’s ethnography was site-specific and focused on understanding a specific community. 
The chosen locality of BSG can be viewed as a definable contained physical place, but with the 
focus on practice and community a larger frame of reference is useful to consider in terms of the 
practice and movement of residents. Almost all the houses have at least one family member living 
abroad and there is constant movement between places. Here the site or the community is not the 
main focus of study like traditional ethnography. I have chosen this site mainly due to feasibility, 
of understanding the language and having grown up in that neighbourhood. The ‘site’ is the 
sample, and site of investigation, to better understand the use and transfer of Hindu mythology: 
the actual process and interactions where the myths are used in everyday practice. These 
processes and interactions will be contextualized and understood in the larger discussions of the 
practice of lived Hinduism, the construction of sacredness, and the role of religious activity and 
lifestyle in the changing city and forms of communication that go beyond its boundaries.
The site of BSG
As discussed in chapter one, the site of BSG is interesting for many reasons and highly suitable 
for the investigation of the central issue of this study, the ‘life of Hindu myths’ in an Indian city. 
Firstly by its strategic position in the old city area, it represents a historic linguistic and cultural 
site of the Old city within the bipolarity of the colonial rule and an older traditional locality 
compared to the fast growing/changing landscapes of parts of the city within the bipolarity of the 
‘digital divide’. Its history suggests a predominant Hindu Brahmin population, and many of the 
households continue to remain from the time of the origin of the locality in 1898. This is ideal for 
looking at processes of inheritance related to the sacred between at least three generations, as it is 
a long tradition of ‘passing on’ of myths that has perhaps made it ‘living’ in the contemporary 
Indian society.
Secondly Hindu mythology is inextricably tied to “lived Hinduism”, and hence it needs to be 
looked at in the context of the practice of religion. The first markers of community religious 
practice are the presence of religious sites - temples, institutions and shrines. BSG is home to 
innumerable religious sites, the oldest ones dating back to 16*^  century or earlier. Documented 
history showed that most of the older temples were established under the patronage of the first 
warlord Kempegowda in the 16^  ^century but local legends^^ suggest that images and rudimentary 
structures were present even before as part of a rural community of farmers. There are currently 
34 temples, religious institutions and shrines in and close to the borders of BSG. Four of these 
temples come under government administration through the ‘Department for Hindu Religious 
Institutions and Charitable Endowments Act 2002’ and families through hereditary rights and/or
41 As documented by the Department for Hindu Religious Institutions and Charitable Endowments Act 2002.
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private Trusts manage the rest. It has to be noted here that the area of BSG is demarcated and 
recognized as Ward 154 (see map 3) in the South Zone of Bangalore under the administration of 
the BBMP. The revised system of zones and wards was implemented in 2010 after the first 
elections of the BBMP. The new ward 154 has portions of the previous wards 51 and 52. This is 
relevant here to show that these administrative segregations would show shifting borders from 
the time when the BSG extension was originally implemented in 1898. It is only used here as a 
framework for a select site and it will be seen that such borders are misleading to understanding 
practices of residents.
Most of the households chosen for the study lie within the administrative border, but there are 
few that lie slightly beyond these borders. Similarly religious sites mentioned in responses are not 
limited to these boundaries, this being an important criterion for understand individual practice 
as discussed in chapters four and five. For all practical purposes the chosen site is represented in 
map 4 (see map 4) that shows ward 154 of BSG and the temples within and slightly beyond its 
borders. The 34 sites included in this map represent a diverse section of the innumerable deities 
and schools of thought of Hindu practice") :^ from shrines of rural deities, subsidiary deities and 
major deities to sub-caste specific religious institutions and reformist spiritual institutions. This 
offers a rich setting to investigate myths of the highly diverse practice of lived Hinduism.
Finally the site is preferred for reasons of easy access and permissibility. I was born and have 
been a resident of this locality and the property I live in dates back to i960 , when a house was 
constructed here by my grandfather. A familiarity allows for easier access and participation in 
activities of the residents. This is only true at one level, but on another level this was not 
unproblematic as will be discussed later. An important aspect of this study is the life of myths 
within households, domestic practices of residents and activities concerned with the household 
shrine - the puja  room. Being from this locality, speaking the language and sometimes my 
identity as a Smarta Brahmin helped access to intimate spaces of the household and the marked 
domestic sacred place (the puja  room) which often fosters inclusion/exclusion expressed through 
caste affinities and rules of purity/pollution.
Sampling
The population of Bangalore was 5, 701, 446 and that of BSG, 39, 335 according to the census of 
200143. In the population of the city of approximately five and a half million, more than four
42 See list of temples along with Map 4
43 The collection of data for the census of 2011 has been completed but it will be a few months before the results are 
published.
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million are H in d u s 4 4 .  The state identifies six major religions groups (Hindu, Muslim, Christian, 
Sikh, Buddhist and Jain) along with a group that includes ‘other religions and persuasions’ and 
those where the religion is not stated. Each of these has several sub-categories of different sects 
and beliefs. The Hindu community includes 22 sub-sects. Within this, the Brahmin caste in 
Karnataka has 21 sub-castes of Kannada Brahmins, the Mysore lyers, Ashtagrama lyers and 8 
sub-castes of Tuluva Brahmins. Nair (2002) and Mankekar (1999) note the difficulty of 
describing a sample in a highly pluralistic atmosphere of an Indian city, with immensely diverse 
ethnicities and cultures. Mankekar adds that she deemed it neither feasible nor desirable to seek 
a “representative sample”. Unlike their studies, where the former investigated the young IT 
professionals and the latter television viewing, my primary topic of interest is the use of Hindu 
mythology in subjects’ everyday lives. In locating practices of popular Hinduism the choice would 
primarily be mainly Hindu families. But these practices are not limited to the Hindu community 
and attract a wide range of people from different ethnic and religious backgrounds. Moreover the 
use of these myths is not exclusive to the religious backgrounds and some of the stories are hugely 
popular across religions, cultures and locality's.
Hence a sample of households with varied religious and caste identities was preferred. By 
spreading the word through family members, family friends and neighbours I was able to 
interview a total of 21 households and 74 respondents from middle to lower middle class 
b a c k g r o u n d s ^ ^ .  Two criteria for choice of the households were that they are older properties of 
BSG having (preferably) members from at least three representative generations and a member of 
the younger generation employed in a multinational company elsewhere in the city. An attempt 
was also made to have equal representation from both sexes in each household. However this 
proved to be difficult due to time schedules of men who were out of the house at work for a 
significant amount of time. In the 21 households 55 people on an average of 2 to 4 per household  
were interviewed, trying to get a representative from each generation.
The sample finally had representation from three religious communities (Hindu, Jain and 
Christian), three caste categories (Brahmin, Lingayath, Vaishyas) and four Brahmin sub-caste 
categories (Madhva, Smarta, Iyer, Iyengar). There are several different groups that constitute 
each of the sub-castes, but for convenience the overarching sub-caste category is used, as that is
44 See Appendix 1
45 For example, it is seen in the popularity of the epics R am ayana  and M ahabharata  in the South East Asian countries 
where the predominant religious communities are either Buddhist or Muslims. In an article in the New Indian Express 
(7* of Oct 2007: 6) on the movement and popularity of the Ram ayana  epic to the south east Asian countries there was 
an image of the huge sculpture of Hanuman carrying the mountain on his head in Thailand. In Indonesia R am ayana  
and M ahabharata  are compulsory subjects in the Universities. The cast of the world’s only daily dance ballet 
performance of the Ram ayana  at the 10* century Prambanan temple in central Java are all Muslims. They say ‘Islam is 
our religion, Ram ayana  is our culture’ (ibid).
46 See Appendix 2
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the first aspect of identity provided by respondents when asked about their caste, and elaborated 
further only if and when it was necessary. I have tried to draw on material from all these groups 
in the analysis chapters, although at a practical level the quality of data from respondents perhaps 
determined some groups being represented more than the others. Amongst the two Christian 
respondents, one (Mr Isaac) was from an older property of BSG and the other (Maria) was from a 
lower income group having recently moved from West Karnataka to work as maintenance 
personnel in one of the newer apartment buildings. Both households had personal shrines and 
are affiliated with churches located at different parts of Bangalore, and both respondents said 
they do not visit any particular sacred site in BSG. Mr Isaac (aged 78) having grown up in BSG 
said he had visited the Big Ganesh Temple many times when he was young during play-time, 
along with his friends as it is situated within a rocky park area, but could not recall any recent 
visit. I do not draw on material from these respondents in the analysis chapters for reasons of 
insufficient data, as the time I got to spend with these respondents was very b r ie f 47 . This is due to 
preference given to other groups duringfieldwork, as I found valid at the time to focus on Hindu 
mythology. Among the 74 respondents, 23 belonged to the age group of 60 and above with the 
oldest person aged 81, 25 to age group 40-60, and 26 to age group 40 and below with the 
youngest person aged 12. Among the 21, 9 households had one or more members of the younger 
generation employed in multinational companies in the city or having settled abroad.
Interviewing, Participant observation, Analysis
This is a primarily interview-based study with a series of semi-structured and in-depth interviews 
with family members of individual households and persons in religious sites (devotees and 
institutional personnel). Participant observation (to be discussed below) was mostly carried out 
along with the interview process, where I would participate in a ritual during, before or after the 
interview, or accompany the respondent in a certain every day practice (e.g. temple visit, 
shopping, evening walk). Interviews were conducted individually, with couples and groups of 
family members at specific times (as suitable for the respondents) where they were aware that 
they were participating in an ‘interview’ for a particular study (it had a clear start and an end).
The language of the interviews was a combination of Kannada and English, which ever seemed 
appropriate and comfortable in the natural progression of the interview. Most educated people in 
urban India are fluent in English and very often it becomes the first mode of communication 
between strangers. The history of English usage in colonial and post-colonial India is highly 
complex being intimately tied to colonial power, political/economic agendas, modernizing
47 In prioritizing Hindu mythology, the importance of the Christian families became peripheral during fieldwork. 
However in hindsight the practice in these families is crucial to understanding sacred spaces of BSG and would have 
shown a significant alternative dimension to what is seen here as a predominantly Hindu dominated locality. This is an 
important aspect that needs attention in further research.
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policies of Indians and the constitutional structure of India as a unified nation. In contemporary 
Indian society English has a significant cultural currency and needs to be viewed as having 
become increasingly ‘nativized’ (King 1999: 88). In the majority of interviews there was a shift 
between the two languagesevery two or three sentences. Although I started most interviews in 
Kannada they eventually proceeded in both languages. I also spoke to most elderly respondents 
in Kannada, but many of them preferred speaking in English for a significant part of their 
interviews. Amongst the people interviewed, seven female respondents and three male 
respondents spoke exclusively in Kannada, and one male respondent preferred to speak in Hindi 
(as shown in Appendix 2). All the others spoke in both Kannada and English. This raises the issue 
of particular use of terms in either languages by both respondents and myself during interviews, 
the context and meanings of their use and its influence on the study. A few of the most significant 
words like ‘religion’; ‘religious’, ‘mythology’ and ‘spiritual’ are English terms that were used by 
respondents even when speaking in Kannada.
The term ‘religion’ within a ‘World religions model’ in India has a complex history in a 
combination of orientalist/colonial and Indian/nationalistic processes, having subsequently 
become a classificatory category in the Indian constitution (as seen in Appendix 1). Several 
respondents used ‘religion’ in this context of differentiating ‘Hinduism’ (also used by some) from 
the other ‘religions’ of Buddhism, Islam etc. The term ‘religion’ also appears in the thesis within 
the contexts of the literature used (H and N, Fuller, Durkheim etc.), but when referring to 
practice of residents I have used ‘religious traditions’ or ‘religious practice’ of particular groups or 
individuals. In Kannada a relational term used by some could be identified as dharmika  or 
dharmika sam pradaya  (traditional dharmd). The English term ‘religious’ was frequently used by 
many, mostly pointing to a certain dedication and association to such a sam pradaya  and 
orthodoxy. In many instances the word was used to describe ritualistic practice as prescribed by 
organizations like the Brahminical Matha or as associated to temples and puja  room s^^. Broadly 
it was used to refer to a certain attitude (one is ‘religious’ hence they...), to encompass certain 
acts/actions/practice (can’t be ‘religious’ as there is no time to do/go...) and to describe certain 
events (a ‘religious’ ceremony).
‘Sacred’ was a term that was rarely used, except in few occasions related to place or object, for 
example in Rashmi’s (aged 19) response in English,
...that place (Sampige) is very sacred to us 
Here she was emphasizing that the particular town of Sampige is especially ‘sacred’ to their 
family (due to the ancestral temple being present there). A related Kannada word used was 
pavithra  along with sthala, kshetra or vatavarana  (place, region or environment) that tends to
48 As discussed in chapter four.
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mean ‘sacred/special’ in relation to place and region, and often ‘pure/sacred’ in relation to 
environment. Another Kannada word was sreshta  (special/exclusive) referring to an object, 
action or time as in ‘sreshta shaligram a’, abishekam  is very sreshta to lord Shiva, the Karthika 
month is sreshta  for the worship of Shiva and so on. I have used ‘sacred’ as a broad analytical 
category referring to consecrated places and objects identified by residents, 
places/materials/actions/practice associated with a wide range of religious traditions (scriptures, 
narratives, utterances) and association to deities/venerated saints. The notion of something being 
‘marked-off, seen as ‘special’ - the physical/material representations and boundaries is strong in 
the Durkheimian usage of the term. However its significance to space is given special importance 
in this study.
‘Myth’ was also a term that was rarely used by respondents. I have referred to the term mostly in 
the Malinowskian sense (taking into account Malinowski’s own awareness that he was using a 
specific western term) of being linked to the notion of the sacred. Further ‘myth’ is used as a ‘unit’ 
(a particular  myth); an aspect, element or segment of ‘mythology’ or belonging to a ‘mythical 
realm’, but never used in its wide spread meaning as something that is ‘false’, imagined and 
separate (opposed to) to empirical reality. A relevant Kannada equivalent was perhaps only 
kathe, or simply ‘story’. Respondents referred in English to ‘stories’ from ‘our mythology’ and 
some in Kannada saying ‘stories’ related to ‘our sam pradaya’. There was also reference to 
‘purana kathegalu’ (the purana  stories, paurnika  stories, or stories from puranas), but often the 
reference was being made to a particular Purana scripture being addressed (Bhagavatha  
Purana, Vishnu Purana etc). Some spoke of ‘mythological’ stories, although a ‘mythological’ in 
popular culture is also a term used to describe a particular genre of Indian cinema or theatrical 
tradition and television ‘s e r i a l ’49. I  have used ‘mythology’ as a broad analytical category 
addressing the diverse narrative traditions of India related to deities (primary, subsidiary, 
anthropomorphic, theriomorphic), revered saints and humans. However this is also a key point of 
interrogation in the study as to what could be considered a myth or mythology in situated 
practices, or can anything be considered in such terms, starting with the relational notion of 
‘myth’ and the ‘sacred’.
Finally the English term ‘spiritual’ was used by several respondentsand in many cases as 
compared to the ‘religious’s^ . ‘Spiritual’ was used to describe institutions such as the 
Ramakrishna Matha, establishment of Sai Baba and contemporary organizations like the Art of 
Living amongst others. This term in its current usage however has a specific history related to 
orientalist thought and Hindu reformation movements innineteenth century India. Especially as
49 See Hirst and Zavos (2011), p: 77
50 To be discussed later in chapter 5.
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King (1999) points to in Inden’s work, ‘affirmative Orientalism’ - a strand of orientalist discourse 
labelled ‘romantic’ due to its indebtedness to European Romanticism, is ‘generally motivated by 
an admiration for, and sometimes by a firm belief in the superiority of. Eastern cultures’ (p: 92). 
In this romantic image, India is portrayed as profoundly ‘spiritual’, idealistic and mystical. 
Several Indian figures at the time embraced and praised these notions as ‘India’s special gift to 
mankind’ through the promotion of a contemporary form of Advaita Vedanta (non-dualism) 
(ibid: 93). This re-reading of the Vedanta philosophy (to be known as neo-Vedantas^), initiated 
the setting-up of several establishments (nationally and eventually across the world) that 
propagated a univocal, purified/extracted, essentialist and ‘spiritual’ notion of ‘Hinduism’. In the 
interviews, many organizations and movements that have developed from modern re-readings 
and re-alignment of different traditional scriptures and practice (e.g.: Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra) 
alongside Vedantic traditions were referred to as ‘spiritual’ (e.g.: Art of Living).
While all the above terms were crucial to the format of the questioning, the study also 
interrogates their appropriateness and use in situated practices. During interviews the 
questioning was more open avoiding problematic categories such as ‘religion’ or ‘Hinduism’ to be 
used while questioning. I always started questioning respondents about BSG and the public 
sacred places, then moving on to the private/home and domestic shrines. I referred to my interest 
being in learning about ‘BSG’, its temples and ‘mythology’ in most introductions. Terms like 
‘religious’ and ‘spiritual’ emerged during interviews and were subsequently used by me during 
questioning. The main themes that were addressed in interviews (not in any particular order) 
were (a) participants’ reflection onand interpretation of their practice related to ‘religion’ (b) their 
religious and caste identities (c) their relation to the locality, religious sites and deities (d) the 
articles and objects in their personal shrines (puja room) (e) their views on the changing city (f) 
myths and stories they know - when, where and how they had told or listened to mythical 
narratives. Davies (1999) notes that the traditional assumption for interviewing is that ‘those 
being interviewed have access to knowledge which they can share with the researcher when they 
are asked to do so...what the respondent says is a representation of social and cultural realities’ 
(p: 96). The role of the interviewer here is to adopt a neutral position, refraining from expressing 
an opinion or assisting in interpretation. This was not possible in the current study as at all times 
I was part of the community either as a representative of the new generation, son of a known 
person (my father) or part of a recognizable family, living in a certain part of the locality. 
Invariably interviews would include a questioning from respondents as to how I experience my 
own locality. However the input was largely restricted to topics of change where memories and 
histories of surroundings were discussed. Rarely was I asked to comment on my religious 
practices, but my caste identity had to be revealed on almost all occasions. Davies suggests that
51 To be discussed later in the thesis on pages 8 8  and 117.
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with such points of interaction, the interviewing can he better understood as ‘a process in which 
interviewer and interviewee are both involved in developing understanding, that is in 
constructing their knowledge of the social world’ (p: 98).
All the interviews involved the ‘telling and listening’ of myths, and in the context of the topic of 
study - the utterance of myths, the occasions of interviewing then represents occasions of 
utterances in this locality. As member of the community and resident of the locality I am 
participating in an event of interaction between two or more actors (respondents and me) 
addressing mythical narrative. Hence the occasions of interviewing can be considered as adding 
to the occasions of myth utterances within the locality. This suggests that the premise of this 
research is far from the Malinowskian framework that assumed the existence of an “objective 
reality out there” that can be studied by a neutral observer. It points to the primary recognition 
that ‘ethnographers (like all researchers) are within the social world they seek to analyse’ and in 
this case the ethnographer is a member of that social world, that being ‘home’ (Brewer 2010: 43). 
It calls for refiexivity to address the problem of belonging and professional distancing in 
researching home that will be discussed later in the chapter.
In an interview with a teacher of classical Indian dance, she was told beforehand that I would be 
asking her questions about festivals and ritual practices. During the performance of classical 
dance, the performer always begins her piece with salutations to a chosen deity. One of the most 
casual gestures of offering salutations is by touching the feet of the murti or the floor of the stage 
with your right hand and then touching both eyes in the same movement, first the right and then 
the left. This is the most common gesture of acknowledging something that is sacred, or seeking a 
blessing in the common activities of everyday life by Hindus. My respondent recited a small 
prayer with her eyes closed and touched her eyes with her right hand before beginning with the 
interview. This marked the very process of interviewing, or perhaps the ‘speaking’ or ‘discussing’ 
of matters associated with festivals or rituals itself as a sacred activity. This opens up another 
domain in conceptualizing the interview process, drawing attention to how  the respondents are 
saying what they are saying and what the interview process means to both interviewer and 
respondent. This can perhaps be briefly understood here by what Holstein and Gubrium have 
discussed in their concept of active interviewing  (Marvasti 2004: 29): a process ‘that invites a 
heightened awareness about how meaning and reality are created through the interactions that 
are embedded in the social occasion of an interview’ (ibid: 30). Here it was probable that the 
interview itself became a sacred act, and both I as interviewer and the respondent were actively  
involved in its construction. In such a circumstance I became even more cautious about the 
things that I could or could not ask in such a space. However the gesture can also be considered 
as a common gesture that is employed at the beginning of any task among many Hindus; here, it
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was the interview, somewhere else it might he the choosing of a design for a marriage invite or 
setting out on a journey. The processes of interviewing and participant observing were at majority 
of times tied to performances concerning the sacred including several of my own gestures and 
actions associated with sacred practices. This is shown more clearly in the discussion on 
participant observing that follows.
I was involved in the activities and practices in the institutions and the households but mainly as 
an audience and not in the sense of being the staff in any of these institutions or being a resident 
of the household studied. I was however involved in activities as much as the other actors, in the 
same way that Mankekar (1999) was involved in “participant observation” with viewers as they 
watched their favourite television programs. The fact that I am a member of this locality and 
community however changes this first perspective. Davies (1999) notes that anthropologists place 
the greatest emphasis on their level of participation as an indication of the quality of their 
research where participation suggests that the ethnographer has been fully accepted within the 
community of the studied. I am already a part of the community and hence participating here as a 
fellow resident. Brewer (2010) makes a distinction between ‘participant observation’ and 
‘observant participant’ where the former involves the acquisition of a new role and the latter 
involves the utilization of an existing role to observe aspects of a familiar or unfamiliar setting. In 
this case I am utilizing my role as a resident hence being an observant participant. Brewer 
suggests that this ‘reduces the capacity of the researcher to achieve distance from the friendships, 
group ties and years of association built around the role that is being used for observation 
purposes’ (2010: 62). This was a key issue in the field and will be discussed in the section below  
on researching ‘home’ and refiexivity. The most primary level of participation would involve the 
performance of the basic ritual requirement in any temple or puja  room. In temples, having left 
my footwear outside, I would go inside and firstly perform the circumambulation and the 
receiving of prashad  (holy water, vermilion/s acred ash, flowers, fruit and/or sometimes prepared 
food). Having applied the vermilion on my forehead, it would be easier to sit at any spot within 
the temple complex and start a conversation with someone. I met two of my respondents in such 
a situation. On some occasions I accompanied certain respondents on their morning or evening 
temple visits. In households again it was customary to prostrate or offer nam askara  (salutations) 
in front of the puja  room either at the beginning or end of my visit and apply vermilion (along 
with receiving prashad). Hence in majority of situations the research practice was intimately tied 
to performances concerning the sacred.
For the analysis I have used a combination of a deductive approach and a more inductive one, 
with a general ‘practice of developing concepts through a process of continually moving back and 
forth between the data and a gradually refined set of theoretical categories’ (Davies 1999: 198).
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With the focus on the social context of myths, I firstly chose a theoretical framework to locate 
such a context in practice, place, space and body. This also extended to methodological issues 
concerning the notion of the ethnographic site and locale. The study explores the implications of 
interpreting the Malinowskian context of myths in “living faith” as seen within every day 
“practice” informed by de Certeau’s theory of practice. At the same time an inductive approach 
was used where data was organized in order to locate emerging categories and patterns. Further 
the data and analysis is seen as created from the shared experiences of researcher and 
participants and researcher’s relation with participants (Charmaz 2000). Refiexivity plays a 
crucial part here, and will be addressed later in the chapter. The main thrust of the analysis is 
based on the liberal use of quotes from participants in order to present the multiplicity of voices 
and perceptions, highlighting patterns of meaning and practice as understood and presented by 
the actors. Peripheral to this analysis is the use of visual materials (photographs, prints, 
paintings), material images (engravings, sculpture, structures), media texts (televisual texts, 
newspaper articles, comics, magazines), documents, and Internet databases. The use of these 
forms of data is mainly descriptive and referred to in the context of particular responses and 
issues raised within them. The analysis shows a significant use of qualitative description and case 
analysis of individual families.
Researching ‘home’ and Refiexivity
I was born and brought up in the locality of this study and am very familiar with most of the 
religious sites in the neighbourhood. I come from a middle-class Brahmin family and Kannada is 
my spoken language as is the case with a majority of people in this locality. I am studying my own 
community, in line with the current upsurge in anthropological research at home (Messerschmidt 
1981: 9). And in this process of turning the gaze to one’s own home, one is trying to come to grips 
with the social issues at home (ibid: 4). Messerschmidt calls this form of anthropology the 
‘anthropology of issues’. In exploring issues the identity of the researcher ranges from being 
closely identified with their subjects (Gwaltney 1981) to marginal nearness where factors like 
class, profession and migration or the exploring of parts of one’s own community of which one is 
less aware, brings the role of the researcher at home much closer to an outsider. I am mainly an 
‘insider’, where the fact of being from and having spent a significant amount of time in this place, 
gives me the unique position of having developed a gaze from within. Mukumdam and Mawani 
(2006) point out as others before them, that there are definite benefits to this type of insider 
research ‘owing to the insider’s own first-hand knowledge through direct experience’ (p: 106). 
They quote Neuman’s explanation of the process of participant observation where it ‘requires the 
researcher to climb up a series of rungs on an access ladder, ultimately permitting access to 
otherwise closed spaces’ (ibid). Following this they state that the highest rung of access is in most 
cases almost immediately attainable to the insider (ibid). This was true to a certain extent in this
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study with access to the personal shrines within households. Though often people are willing to 
show their shrines to visitors, most were comfortable with me being there during morning or 
evening rituals. However this ‘insider’ status proved more to be a disadvantage than an advantage 
in the case of this research and the chosen topic as will be shown through this section.
Tilak (2006) notes that ‘a Hindu researcher must problematize the emic, or insider model 
differently because the critical issue with emic research is the constant need for refiexivity’ (p: 
279). Building on the feminist deployments of personal experience as a means to construct social 
analyses, Mankekar (1999) elaborates on her own positionality as an ethnographer. As her project 
falls under studies involving doing fieldwork at “home”, she highlights her positionality as an 
ethnographer trained and based “elsewhere”, and its complex nature due to her own troubled 
nationalism. Being an Indian woman seeking to analyse “Indian Womanhood”, she stresses the 
need to examine her own subjectivity, as the structures of feeling that formed a large part of it, 
she says, ‘ha(ve) been fraught with ambivalence’ (ibid: 30). She expresses discomfort over the 
uncritical use of personal experience. She adds that though her study is not about her subjectivity 
or identity, as a postcolonial Indian woman socialized into the very discourses of Indian 
Womanhood that she critiques, her subjectivity is inextricably entangled with the study. Her 
perspectives on the men and women she worked with are shaped by her own upbringing as a 
middle-class Indian woman, her training in anthropology and feminist theory, and by her 
participation in intellectual and political struggles within and outside the U.S. academy. Research 
at home implies that she has personal stakes in this project, but following Kiran Narayan, 
Mankekar points out that she does not claim the “insider” status of a “native anthropologist”. 
Mankekar quotes Narayan’s argument that in the contemporary setting, “the accepted nexus of 
authentic culture/demarcated field/exotic locale has unravelled”, and the positionality of all 
researchers should be acknowledged in terms of “multiplex identities” (ibid: 32). Aguilar (1981) 
quotes Srinivas, who has noted that in certain cases, like for example his being an Indian 
Brahmin trying to study untouchability, his identity might become hugely detrimental to the 
study. In view of these above observations, I will now discuss my positionality and the intentions 
that influenced this study
I belong to the Smartha Brahmin sub-caste, born in and having lived in BSG for the most part of 
my life except for the past fourteen years when I have lived in a different city in India, and 
subsequently in London for educational purposes. My educational background is in Art and 
Design, and I completed a masters’ degree in Animation film design in London. This raises two 
issues. The first is my distancing from the locality for a significant amount of time and 
acculturation in a foreign countiy that has challenged my notions of belonging. Having been 
raised in a family, where even accessing the other part of the city (cantonment) for educational
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purposes was first seen to be worrisome by some of the members of the family, distance 
highlighted an aspect of this locality (in memory) as reserved, orthodox and self-sufficient. The 
distance further gave way to romanticising the locality both as preserved and repressive culture. 
The second issue is concerned with my training in Art and Design and having embarked upon a 
PhD in social anthropology. This posed a basic level of under-confidence in the field with regard 
to my credibility as a social anthropologist (being new to the discipline), and especially my 
authority to question ‘fellow residents’ of my ‘home’. The implication of this for the research 
process was complex. I will now address certain key issues.
Davies gives an example of researcher Mascarenhas-Keyes, who having been raised in Kenya and 
settled as an adult in London returned to study her own Catholic Goan community in a village in 
Goa, where the direct experience of her field site consisted of two family visits there. She had to 
develop various persona and become in her term a ‘multiple native’ to carry out her research 
(having prior social ties, substantial cultural knowledge that located her in various ways other 
than a professional social anthropologist). In my case, my identity at all times was as ‘native’ or 
‘fellow resident’ of the locality of BSG, as I was raised here and continue to live here. The 
respondents recognized me as such knowing me in some way, the location of my house, the 
family I belong to, directly knowing members of my family and so on, which became one of the 
primary reasons for them to participate in the research. The ‘altruistic reasons’ (Davies 1999: 48) 
of participants to take part in the research firstly involved the topic, where contributing to any 
discussion on religion and culture invoked a sense of pride (discussed below). Secondly some of 
the elderly respondents were impressed that someone they know from their locality, ‘one of their 
own’ was pursuing a PhD in the UK (considered prestigious) and expressed their pleasure in 
helping me achieve this. As seen above there were instances during interviewing where it was 
hinted that the very act of interviewing or discussing about sacred practice might itself be 
considered as sacred. Though this was soin few cases, almost all the respondents did acknowledge 
that something very important was about to be discussed. They apologized for their lack of 
knowledge in advance that they were not proficient in the matter and would tell me only what 
they know and think is right. This came as permission to be excused, not by me but some other 
larger authority, if they would commit any mistakes in speaking about the divine. The reaction of 
pride was seen where it was considered a privilege that they were being asked about their “culture 
and tradition”. Most of the Madhva households have strict m adi (purity) regulations and allowed 
me in their homes and puja  rooms only because I was firstly from their locality and that I was a 
Brahmin.
Tilak notes that an emic researcher must guard against the uncritical collection of their data and 
its analysis. This is true of etic researcher as well, but the difference is that as an insider, the
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Hindu researcher ‘will have to live with the consequences of his or her research on a day-to-day 
basis as a member of the culture or society that provides the subject of research’ (p: 279). In this 
case I am a Hindu from this community and will go on being part of it. I am part of the 
trajectories of the lives of many of the people here and felt responsible for commenting onideas 
that shaped the community, its future, of how it is viewed and represented. As Spickard (2002) 
notes of post-colonial ethnography, since here there is no “us” studying “them”, ethnographers 
must discover who they are in the ethnographic encounter. The hardest part is to figure out where 
to place themselves in the social picture asking questions: ‘how does my role lead to knowledge- 
or does it even do so? How does it change me? How might I be harming them?’ (P: 242). I had to 
question my knowledge, expertise and intentions at all times, being new to the discipline of 
anthropology and to reflect on whether I had a credible power to question my own surroundings 
and people. The implication of this for data collection and representation were many-fold, some 
are discussed below.
The way the topic was viewed, the inextricable relation between research process and sacred 
practices, and my ‘belonging’ to the community brought on a number of restrictions due to which 
investigation of certain topics had to be curtailed. Like in the case of prescribed practices I am 
already aware that they are usually prescribed by astrologers/ priests/religious - personnel to 
remedy a certain ailment (physical, psychological, social or astrological). For example if one is 
depressed (psychological), reading an astrological chart might indicate the inauspicious position 
of the moon, for which a visit to the peepal tree (Ashwatha tree) and circumambulating it for 
eleven times every morning at sunrise for a set number of days, chanting a particular m antra  will 
be prescribed. Similarly there are remedial rituals for physical ailments (e.g. pains, aches, 
deformities), social (e.g. marital problems, issue with law), or pre-emptive remedies for 
astrological ailments (bad positioning of planets). Whenever I came across respondents 
mentioning a certain ritual that could be suggestive of such a ritual I would usually refrain from 
asking them about the reasons behind it. Being too close to step back from the subjects and the 
location, I follow Narayan in hesitating to ‘undertake psychological analysis that might offend’ 
(1989: 10). Particularly challenging were the interviews with elderly couples or single residents 
who live in ancestral property where all their children are either living abroad or in other parts of 
the country. Interviews with such residents would often be very long where clearly they felt the 
need to ‘unburden themselves to a sympathetic outsider’ (Davies 1999: 48). I felt they wanted to 
talk about their lifestyle centered on sacred activities in as much detail as possibleand would refer 
to the central role ofreligious activity being inevitable as all their children are away. There is a 
certain distinct dimension here to sacred practice, relation to deities and myth use with regard to 
the older generation living in ancestral properties that could coincide with Malinowski’s notion of
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myths and myth use serving a “psychological fu n c tio n ”52 . A  similar issue relates to the experience 
of change. Most respondents enjoyed talking about the past and lifestyles in the locality involving 
religious activity. They were glad that all the sites from their childhood still remained in the 
locality and their inability to understand the “shopping mall culture” as Mr Sanath put it. In both 
cases the main feature was the constructing of positive, nostalgic narratives during the interview, 
narratives that could be seen to pose a contradiction between the ‘life as led’ and the ‘life as told’ 
(Craib 2004).
The majority of the respondents were very particular that I got their name completely right and 
would not mind, in fact rather preferred that I shoulduse their original names. So I have used 
actual first names for some and only family names for others. For respondents who did not mind 
either way, I have used pseudonyms for first names. To retain certain anonymity overall I have 
however not indicated which is which, hence serving to retain crediting ‘altruism’ (though not 
explicitly) of some of these respondents (as they have wished) in contributing to this project. I am 
indebted to several people who helped in gaining permissions and access, most important among 
them being (pseudonyms used here) my cousin Sheela (who introduced me to several of her 
neighbours and accompanied me during interviews), an enthusiastic elderly person Mr Shankar 
(who took me to meet his friends from his generation), and Kamala, a young person from a 
Madhva Family (who fixed up interviews for me with several members of her extended family). 
These people will not be referred to as either ‘informants’ or ‘gate keepers’ as Davies notes that 
the ‘theoretical categories used to describe others in classical ethnographies, appear little short of 
absurd when applied to a familiar society and culture’ (1999: 34).I took notes in the form of 
observations during interviews at the beginning of fieldwork, but preferred to discontinue this, as 
it seemed to get distracting for respondents. I made notes when I re-visited interviews at the end 
of the day where references to space and objects within interviews needed elaboration from what 
I could recall. As far as possible I decided to use data that was recorded as part of an interview for 
which I had informed consent, and most casual conversation was not recorded or noted down. I 
felt uncomfortable in addressing any issue that was not consciously already addressed by the 
respondent within the confines of the mutually acknowledged interview process. The culture of 
the Brahminical Matha, the rigid system of m adi (ritual purity) amongst the Madhva Brahmins, 
their lifestyle of worship, diet and pravachana  (discourse) present a distinctly fixed pattern of
52 One of the four themes that Strenski identifies as being relevant in Malinowski’s work on myth is his notion of myth 
serving a ‘psychological function’. Malinowski was indebted to Freud for giving the ‘first concrete theory about the 
relation between instinctive life and social institutions’ (Strenski 1992: 82), His fieldwork expertise and his 
psychoanalytic interests culminated in his classic statement on myth of 1926, M yth in Prim itive Psychology. Strenski 
notes that in applying insights from psychoanalysis Malinowski was one of the first to suggest the psychological role 
that myths fulfilled where they served to resolve basic fears and anxieties relating to origin, death, past and future of 
the community, wild animals, natural calamities and the force of emotions. This opened the area of looking at what 
myths meant for individual actors, having apart from their historical origin (or engrained in it) highly individual, 
exclusive purpose, or form of “use”.
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everyday life. When one is in m adi they cannot be interviewed or come in contact with anything 
or anyone who is not in madi. I was glad to firstly be allowed interviews and entry into these 
households and reserved my questioning that could highlight issues of inclusion, exclusion and 
social division that are blatant in such practices.
Finally I would like to address two issues of an exclusively personal nature that significantly 
slowed down the research process in the field. These point to a much larger scope of enquiry that 
is heyond the scope of this study, but I wish to hint at the nature of these issues here. Firstly, I 
have always visited temples and it is still a significant practice in the family along with many 
other household practices that go with it that could be seen as tending towards the religious (as 
opposed to s p ir i t u a l ) 5 3 .  What for me was a simple visit to the temple turned extremely complex in 
the process of fieldwork with my own mechanisms of faith being put under scrutiny, and many 
occasions on which I would usually participate with my family and community became 
problematized. This introduced a significant amount of anxiety with regard to methods, modes of 
enquiry, ontological and epistemological assumptions as administered in this particular case of 
addressing issues of ‘faith’ at ‘home’. This relates to the problem addressed by Narayan (1989) 
where she experienced a sense of being ‘split down the middle’, with a disjuncture between the 
‘western academic’ and the ‘local woman’ that simultaneously comprised her identity as 
researcher (p: 60). This was in response to an incident during fieldwork where she was ‘thrust 
apart as an academic outsider’ by the Swamiji whose life as a religious teacher she was studying 
(ibid). The Swamiji had reminded her that she did not pause to ‘understand’ the proceedings and 
how it affected her ‘own ongoing life’ (ibid: 60-62).
Secondly my training and practice in Art and Design for the full length of my education just 
before the PhD posed points of tension in many aspects of the research process. As an 
animator/filmmaker I had always questioned the inexhaustible reserve of stories that I had 
imbibed having been raised in the locality of BSG and wished to investigate the mechanisms of 
infusion through which such a reserve of myths had become part of my psyche. This would be 
possible only through understanding the ‘social context’ of such mechanisms; situated within 
social formations, organizations and interaction between social actors. Although a well fitting 
epistemological framework was chosen to investigate the central questions of the study, the 
problems arose when it came to ‘me’ as the research tool in the field. The nature of the problem  
regarding tensions between habit patterns of art practice and education, and social 
anthropological investigation can perhaps he set against a larger philosophical concern to discern
53 Chapter five in this thesis discusses the meanings and implications of the two categories: religious and spiritual 
practices.
73
the nature of scientific knowledge and the arts. As Northrop Frye has put it, in the preface to
Gaston Bachelard’s hook The Psychoanalysis o f  Fire (1964),
The scien tific procedure norm ally b eg in s em pirically, w ith  reality th ou gh t o f  first o f  all as “out 
th ere ,” after w hich  it gradually b ecom es incorporated  in to  an in tellectual construct. The arts, on  the  
other hand, b eg in  w ith  a constructing power, generally  called  im agination , and em b ody it in  form s 
w ith  a clarity o f  com m un ication  that m akes th em  objects o f  p ercep tion  to  others. (Pp.: v-vi)
Bachelard suggests that ‘the axes of poetry and of science are opposed to one another from the 
outset’ (1964: 1-2). This problematic can also be set within anthropological discussions on 
subjectivity, objectivity and selfhood. For now a detailed discussion of these issues lies outside the 
scope of this study. I have sketched them out here to point out that my ‘role’ as researcher in this 
study concerning ‘faith’ at ‘home’ was extremely challenging. The two issues mentioned above 
suggest a deeper level of friction that amplified the tensions of achieving a ‘fine balance’ between 
‘belonging’ and ‘professional distancing’ that is needed for good research practice. It adds to 
Davies’ observation that cautions against assuming that ‘simply because researchers share a 
cultural identity with their research subjects, their status as an insider in undertaking research 
among them is unproblematic’ (1999: 35).
Conclusion
The study of myth use among a group of people requires looking at their connection with 
religious sites (institutions, community activities like ritual performance, festivals) and everyday 
practices in and around the household. These everyday practices are greatly informed by the 
nature of the community, the geographical setting and the present culture and cultural histories 
of this specific locality and people. As evident from Malinowski’s work, myths need to be studied 
in their specific social contexts, and most of his study was based on the stable communities of the 
Trobrianders. It might be inappropriate to compare the community of Trobrianders with that of 
this study, but if we do, it is evident that the site and the community of this study is neither 
confined nor is it stable under the present atmosphere of social change. It is just one locality in 
the sprawling metropolitan city of Bangalore. But it is of interest due to the various reasons that 
have been discussed in this chapter.
While a site-specific approach to the study of myths is highly suitable, several aspects of this 
approach were found to be problematic. Although a bounded location of BSG can be described 
through the administrative ward wise division of the city municipal corporation, the respondents 
and locations referred to in the study are not confined to these boundaries. The main focus is on 
the interactive spaces of the residents, and on their symbolic meanings. This calls for attention to 
symbolic meanings associated with the site and its sacred geography in members’ own 
understandings of movement and practice within this locality. Here alternate meanings of place
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and space will be explored. The study is not an ethnography of BSG according to traditional 
anthropological investigation (like Malinowski’s studies) or ‘the intensive study of limited areas’ 
(Stocking, Jr 1983). It is not setting out exclusively to study a place, community or tribe. However 
it is the best possible site to investigate the issues that I am interested in due to practical 
considerations and some very interesting attributes of the site itself. The locality then will be 
significant in as far as it demonstrates the patterns of activity of the select group of people in their 
everyday habits and practices that might involve the use of myth.
Significant attention was given to issues of researching ‘home’ and refiexivity in this study as I 
belong to the chosen locality and community. It was seen that over-familiarity with the site and 
the community posed a significant challenge during the research, both in data collection and 
representation. Hence the Malinowskian study of ‘myths in context’ where topic and 
methodology are inextricably tied was subjected to scrutiny, from which the study of myths in the 
current study was seen to diverge significantly in the scope of its methodology. The study is 
pivoted on ‘interactions’ and ‘relations’ of residents in the locality. The three analytical chapters 
that follow explore different aspects of such interactions. The first one (chapter four) looks at 
relations between residents, place, deities and stories. The second one (chapter five) looks at 
relations between individual residents and spaces and the third (chapter six) looks at relations 
between actors and members of individual families.
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chapter 4 Sacred geographies -  practiced place
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Introduction
Spencer (1970) looks at the literature of the Tamil Saivaite devotional hymns to delineate the 
temples in the Tamil country making a connection between the travels of the Bhakti saints and 
the construction and popularity of these temples. He refers to the ‘sacred geography’ of Tamil 
devotionalism that can be addressed through the texts, historical geography and anthropological 
studies of these sacred places (p-233). Hence sacred geography is the network of geographical 
sacred places that can be addressed as particular to a certain region, of a specific cultural history, 
of a specific cultural/religious movement (here Tamil devotionalism) or the set of physically 
demarcated sacred places in an anthropologically defined locality. This chapter looks at the 
sacred geography of the locality of BSG, as the first instance of “social context” of myths in an 
urban environment. The focus is firstly on the architectural, physical and material expression of 
the sacred which points to marked public and private sacred places, objects and articles in the 
locality.
Some of de Certeau’s ideas on everyday practice help to address the interaction between the 
sacred geography and residents. As discussed in chapter two, for de Certeau space  is practiced 
place. Regarding his analysis of walking as everyday practice in his essay Walking in the City the 
myriad intertwined paths of walkers areseen as “writings” that compose a manifold story within a 
totalizing “text “of the city. De Certeau makes a further linguistic comparison with “speech acts” 
and unravels walking as a space of e n u n c ia t io n 5 4 .  In considering the rhetoric of w a l k i n g s s ,  he 
makes a distinction that is useful here. As in ordinary language, he implies that walking as a way 
of operating combines styles and uses; style connotes a singular and ‘involves a peculiar 
processing of the symbolic’ (individual turns andmanoeuvres) while use ‘refers to a norm...to 
elements of a code’ (rules/ prescribed practices) and ‘they intersect to form a style o f use’ (ibid: 
100, emphasis added). This chapter looks at the styles of use of residents in relation to the sacred 
geography of BSG.
Also discussed was Casey’s (1996) place being not something simply physical but more an event, 
places not just are but they happen. Place gathers lives and things each with its own space and 
time into one arena of common engagement. In relation to place, site is a fixed position that 
‘lends itself to predefined predications, uses, and interpretations’ (p: 26). The public “religious
54 De Certeau points to a triple “enunciative” function: 1) the process of appropriation  of the topographic system (just 
as the speaker appropriates and takes on the language)-here the appropriation of the sacred geography by residents, 2) 
spatial acting-out of place (as speech act is acting-out of language)- here the acting-out of practices related to the 
sacred, and 3) the implication of relations between differentiated positions (as verbal enunciation posits another 
speaker and puts contracts between interlocutors into action)- here the relations amongst practitioners; family 
members, residents, outsiders, community members, caste groups, institutional members, staff etc.
55 De Certeau notes that the art of “turning” phrases finds an equivalent in an art of composing a path; ‘the walking of 
passers-by offers a series of turns and detours that can be compared to “turns of phrase” or “stylistic figures”’(i984:  
100).
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sites” are recognized and demarcated as such, identified as formal establishments representing 
and propagating various different strands of institutional practice. By contrast the domestic 
shrines within households represent a private construction of place without the forceful thrust of 
a collective religious intent. Place (also allowing demarcation) in Casey’s notion of an event (with 
stories, histories, memories, lives, things/objects with their own space and time) refers to a larger 
sphere of activity, while site is a more focused physically demarcated (identified as) location. 
Hence this chapter addresses myths within the physicality and materiality of sacred sites, sacred 
places and the spatiality of practice of residents in interaction with places, sites, images and 
objects.
The public sacred places in BSG described in this chapter are the temples and the religious 
institutions, the private arefamily shrines - the puja  rooms. The descriptive axis centres on the 
story and character from the mythological realm that is operative in that particular place and 
practice. In doing so, the intricate relationships between the various other operative elements 
such as caste, community, kinship and individual patterns of choice and action are brought to 
light. The first section sets out to group relevant responses that help to establish the locality of 
BSG as being special to residents in view of religious and caste clustering. The second section 
(with parts A and B) discusses public sacred places: the temples and religious institutions in (and 
around) BSG. Four representative places are discussed in view of their location along a single 
road and the spatio-material context of myths associated to them. The section in its second part 
looks at the practice of residents in relation to public sacred places. The third section addresses 
the private sacred places, the puja  rooms elaborating on interactions between situated operative 
stories associated with sacred objects and a member’s practice in the household.
Eck (1998) suggests that images [sculptural (murti, reliefs, carvings), paintings, prints, 
photographs] serve both theological and narrative functions. They are ‘visual theologies’ that 
continue to be read as such by Hindus today (Eck 1998: 41). She takes the example of Nataraja, 
the dancing Shiva revealing many aspects of this god in one symbols^. For example this four­
armed Shiva holds in one of the hands the drum (rhythm of the cosmos marking temporal units) 
and in the other the fire (of destruction), clearly stating his role in the mythical realm as the deity 
concerned with the periodic destruction of the world. Eck notes that such an image engages the 
eye and ‘extends one’s vision of the nature of this god, using simple, subtle, and commonly 
understood gestures and emblems’ (ibid). Along with this the deities also have a “biography”, the 
stories concerned with their origin and subsequent exploits in the mythical realm that could be 
elaborated in traditional scriptures or local narratives. Further Eck suggests that images are also 
visual scriptures where the myths of the tradition are narrated in stone (referring to sculptural
56 For full explanation of all the aspects of the visual symbols of Natarja see Eck (1998), P: 41
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representations and friezes). The great carved portals of the Chartres Cathedral in the West she 
says, presented the stories, the ethics, and the eschatology of the Christian tradition for the 
majority who could not read. She quotes Pope Gregory I who had recognized the didactic value of 
images where the written document is for those who can read and the images for the unlearned. 
Eck’s notions of visual theology and scripture help to locate mythical significance in physical 
representations (images and objects) in public and private sacred places of BSG.
Section i: BSG - a neighbourhood of temples
As seen in chapter one the history of this locality suggests religious and caste clustering, where 
the predominant population is Hindu Brahmin. Though the extension was formed in late 
nineteenth century, all the major temples were already there. The presence of temples and caste 
clustering seems to have been historically a significant reason for in-migration and new residents. 
Mr. Raghu said.
My mum was very religious, more religious than all of us. I was allocated a site in 
Padmanabhanagar by the Jayanagar building society. When I wanted to build, planned to 
build, my mother and father said no. We are not moving out of N. R. colony (in BSG), 
because the temples and everything are here. I am used to these. If you want you can 
build a house, but we don’t want to move...BSG is special means it is like this. I would say  
my blood is in BSG. I never tried for a job outside. Luckily everything went on well with me.
So I did not go. And then all my friends and relatives, everyone was in BSG.
Kalpana said,
I moved here as I feel this is more of a Hindu dominated area, see  my sister stays in 
Koramangala, my brother is on Airport Road, their neighbours and all are not all that 
friendly all goofed up in their own work. It more or less (feels like) visiting som e place out 
of Bangalore.
The above responses were in English, and here we see the use of the terms ‘religious’ and ‘Hindu’ 
to describe BSG, although these cannot be conflated to speak of a ‘Hindu religious’ character of 
BSG, as the contexts of the use of these terms are particular. In the first case Mr. Raghu belongs 
to the Madhva Brahmin community who have primary allegiances to specific Madhva Mathas 
(Brahmin religious institutions) that usually prescribes attendance from its members on a regular 
basis. So here when Raghu says ‘temples and everything’ he is referring to temples and all other 
necessary institutions (Mathas) required for Madhva practice and lifestyle being located in close 
proximity in BSG, hence the reluctance of his parents to move to a newer locality. In the second 
case Kalpana uses Hindu to contrast what is mostly a Christian dominated locality of 
Koramangala. Kalpana is a Smartha Brahmin and is associated with the Shankara Matha located
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in BSG. She has a richly ritualistic lifestyle involving her puja  room and several temples around 
her home that will be discussed later in this chapter. Both responses seem to point to the 
proximity of sacred places of particular Hindu traditions and then to a sense of community (each 
firstly to their own sub-caste community) to be an important feature of being residents of BSG.
Some respondents expressed a strong sense of association with ancestry, the historical 
significance of this locality, its centrality and its being considered part of the ‘old Bangalore’. The 
over-crowding, traffic and noise that all respondents pointed to as the most noticeable change, 
seems to acquire desirability in certain responses. Habituation and familiarity make it a natural 
condition, which begins to express itself as a certain integral quality of the locality. Ancestry and 
the patterns of the older generation seem to influence the decision of the younger generation to 
tolerate this change as Rekha said.
The traffic and noise is almost unbearable. At one point I desperately wanted to move to a 
quieter area. But now I am over that. When I look at this house, this house was built by my 
grandfather. I was very close to him, and I cannot think of leaving this house.
As change is being expressed in the increase of people, traffic and noise, there is also the majority 
of spaces that have resisted change and preserved patterns of use of the residents. Bhagavan said, 
...but here it hasn’t happened so  extensively. As in the extension areas, apartments are 
more, malls are more. If you observe in BSG, the number of apartments you find compared 
to the independent houses, it’s much less...In that respect still som e of the (houses) are 
old and people are still there.
Arjun said,
...so  many people used to come to play in the park. There is no more playground, just the 
park for walking. So it is different now but I only remember no other park has changed...still 
som e buildings that have not changed, apartments, houses, national high school. 
Something like that you know is the recognition of BSG. The swimming pool is as such so  
all that remains of that area that still remains the same.
The comparable locality that was preferred as a favourable option instead of BSG was 
Malleshwaram that shares its origins with BSG. Again the affinity could be seen to be linked to 
religious commonality and ancestry. Malleshwaram became home to the leading scientists and 
scholars in late nineteenth century, who were associated with the new educational and 
technological research institutions that were established by the Wodeyar of Mysore in the 
Northwest part of the city. Malleshwaram is known for its predominant Tamil Brahmin 
population.
There were several instances when caste specificity was addressed in interviews asMrs 
Madhusaid that they moved to BSG because the National High School would be good for their 
sons, as they knew that most of the teachers there were Brahmin. The grandmother in one of the
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Vaishya households jokingly said that I need not bend down to take her blessings, as I was a 
Brahmin. In Bhagavan’s response ‘many of the old houses on those other roads are gone now, you 
know the Marwari community is slowly taking over’ it is hinted that the Marwari community are 
outsiders replacing older (Brahmin) population of BSG. Although respondents from many of the 
older properties (households with three generations being a priority) that I interviewed were 
Brahmins (linked to the history of BSG), the responses in this chapter are from a range of 
residents from different groups or communities. If considered according to the Census of India 
(appendix i)  and the categories that Conlon suggests (as discussed in chapter two), then the 
sample of responses comes from two religious communities, the Hindus and the Jains (Deepika). 
In the Hindus, there is the caste of Brahmins and Vaishyas (more pronounced in the following 
chapters). Amongst the Brahmins, there are the sub-castes of the Madhva Brahmins (MB) (Mr. 
Raghu, Rekha, Arjun, Shruti, Madhu, Seshadri and Jayanti), Deshastha Madhva Brahmins 
(DMB) (Mohan), Smarta Brahmin (SB) (Kalpana), lyers- Tamil Smarta Brahmin (TSB) (Sanaths) 
and Iyengars (Bhagavan). Several ‘communities’ further constitute the sub-castes of SB and MB. 
In most cases one is not simply an SB, but a TSB (lyers further comprise different groups of 
lyers) or in my case an ulucha kamm e SB. Conlon’s suggestion that these are used with different 
specificities holds true where one might simply identify as a Brahmin in some situations and as a 
particular group (e.g.: ulucha kamme SB) in others. However Conlon’s categories of caste, caste- 
cluster, sub-caste and ja t i  are problematized here in the case of DMB and TSB. Following 
Conlon’s categorization, DMB could be considered part of a caste-cluster (GSB) having a distinct 
Maharashtrian Saraswath connection. However Mohan’s family is mainly affiliated with the 
Uttaradi Matha in BSG along with many of the local MB respondents. Should DMBs be 
considered as a caste-cluster, a sub-caste in their own right or as a community within the MBs?s7 
The same applies to the TSB hence disrupting what could constitute the categories suggested by 
Conlon. However what is of relevance is that several groups loosely bound by kinship, region, 
localized socio-cultural and religious practices express a range of specificity regarding their 
identity in particular contexts. Other than the indigenous terms used to refer to caste and lineage 
identities that were mentioned in chapter two (jati, gotra) some of the respondents also used the 
term varga  (section/division) to denote sub-castes. The following section will address four broad 
categories within which the public sacred places of BSG can be considered. One of these 
categories briefly addresses the Brahminical Mathas, which are sub-caste specific religious 
institutions.
57 This is a full study in its own right that requires investigating the particular origin, histories and contemporary 
expression and organization of these groups which is beyond the scope of this study.
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Section 2: The public sacred place 
A. Religious sites (tempies and institutions)
Majority of the public sacred places comprise a religious site with an architectural form, where 
temples are primarily structures that house a deity, while the religious institutions along with 
having a deity also house other community-based activities concerning religious education, 
religious schools of thought, practice and caste-specific agendas. The nature of these two types of 
places will become clearer in the course of this section. On being asked about the temples that he 
visits, Mr. Raghu aged 66, born and having always lived in BSG said:
From then it was the Raghvendra Swamy Matha, even today I am closely associated with 
it. Then the Karangi Anjaneya temple. We used to go to Eshwara, Mallikarjuna temple and 
Rama’s temple. Here we would not go too often. Then it was not so  popular. This one here 
over the hill, Kumaraswamy, that temple, here behind...Narahariraya’s hill. Kumaraswamy, 
it is a Shanmuga temple. Here behind Shivu’s house. That Ramanjeneya temple and all 
that is a subsequent development. Gavigangadhara temple we used to go, but main were 
these, Rama, Rayara Matha, and Karanji Anjeneya.
In this response there is a mention of seven religious sites, all of which are located at or within 
one kilometre from Mr. Raghu’s residence. As he said this he gestured pointing in every direction 
around his house regarding the location of these temples.
There are howeverfour more temples on the same road as his house that he did not mention. One 
almost right opposite his house is a very recently built Krishna temples%ased on the story of 
‘Govardhana giri’. The child Krishna protects the entire population of Gokula town from the 
wrath of Indra, the god of thunder. During the incredible storm, Krishna lifts the entire 
Govardhana Mountain with his little finger and asks the people of his town to take shelter under 
it. This new temple is a theme park-like reconstruction of this myth, where the façade of the 
temple made of fibreglass looks like the rocky surface of a mountain. Inside is the m urti of a small 
Krishna with his left arm held above his head and the ceiling curving down to rest on his little 
finger. This image of Krishna is a visual theology showing the prowess of Bala Krishna (child 
Krishna); at the same time the entire temple is an architectural depiction (visual scripture) of the 
Govardhan story that appears in the scripture of Srim ad Bhagavatham. This entire site is 
configured on the basis of this stoiy.
58 This temple was built in 2004 by the Puthige Matha (Bangalore branch) in BSG. The Brahminical Matha is discussed 
in this chapter from pages 84-88
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Shulman (1980: 4) in looking at Tamil mythology locates the texts that are attached to individual 
shrines known as the sthalapuranas (ancient stories of a sacred site) or m ahatm yas (“majesty”, 
“greatness” of a place). These are works that document the traditions that have grown around a 
shrine and its locale used to explain and to sustain the shrine’s claim to sanctity. A more literal 
translation of sthalapurana  would be place-specific (sthala) legend/story of old days (purana). 
Stories as sthalapuranas will be evident in the temples I discuss later, but this Krishna temple 
uses a story that can be traced to the source text of the Bhagavatha purana^^ in order to create a 
world of Gokula for the devotees. It presents an episode in the childhood of this deity constituting 
his biography in the mythical realm. The image of child Krishna holding up a mountain with his 
little finger is a visual theology that points to his extraordinary strength even as a child, revealing 
his identity as a god. Hence the image of the deity and the entire architectural form is visual 
scripture and the image of the deity as a child holding up a mountain is visual theology.
The four major religious sites chosen below that feature on the same road are the Bull Temple, 
the Big Ganesh Temple, the Raayara Matha, and the Ramakrishna Mission at the farthest end of 
the road from Mr. Raghu’s house. They are chosen here as they represent key attributes of the 
different types of public sacred places in the locality^®. Temples can be categorized very broadly as 
being built for major deities (pan-Indian significance, extensive scriptural sources, and 
significant roles in the mythical realms) and subsidiary deities (subordinate to major deities, local 
significance, lesser scriptural significance). The first two temples discussed below represent this 
distinction, starting with the Bull Temple (subsidiary deity), as it is emblematic of the locality of 
BSG. The religious institutions can also be broadly categorized as belonging to two variant 
schools of thought, ones that advocate caste and community identities, and ones that see 
themselves as transcending such differences and incorporating people regardless of caste or 
particular religious identities, often on a neo-Vedantic^^ basis. Here two institutions are 
addressed where both are called Matha but vastly differing in practice. The intent of describing 
these places is mainly to delineate the various types of narratives attached to these places (spatio- 
material dimension of myths and types of myths), simultaneously drawing attention to the 
variable schools of thought and practice they are associated with.
The Bull Temple
The locality of BSG (Basavanagudi) gets its name from the Bull temple (‘Basava’ is bull, and ‘gudi’ 
is temple). This temple is located on the Bull Temple Road on a short hillock; the m urti (image.
59 See Subramaniam (2006), Pp; 461-465
60 It is to be noted that the Ramakrishna Matha lies outside the Municipal boundary of BSG, but is included here for 
three reasons. Firstly that it is located along the same road as the others (the Bull Temple Road), secondly as it is a 
significant sacred place for majority of the respondents, thirdly as it represents a particular school o f thought and 
mythical significance distinct from the other places discussed.
Discussed later on pages 88-89.
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embodiment of the deity) and the primary complex dating back to the centuiy. The image 
measuring 15 ft. in height and 20 ft. in length, carved out of a single rock is of the bull ‘Nandi’ 
who is the official vahana  (vehicle or mount) of Lord Shiva. Often the image of the vahana  is 
found placed facing the owner deity within the temple building or outside. It is important to note 
that the bull here in BSG has an exclusive temple structure around it, while for example an image 
of the bull of comparable size on the Chamundi hill in Mysore stands in the open and many 
others within the premises of Shiva temples across south India. Over the head of the bull is a 
large metal trident (the weapon of Shiva) that, as the legend goes, has been placed there to 
forcibly stop the image from growing any further. The bull was originally placed here on 
agricultural land as a protective icon, and to commemorate the act of ploughing using bulls. 
However one version of the story says that the land was mainly used for peanut farming. The bull 
would ravage the farmland in the night and eat up all the peanuts and hence slowly grow to the 
size that he is today. The farmers then in anguish promised to build a temple around him and 
offer their very first harvest of peanuts every year for him to consume. This currently takes the 
form of a three-day event in October/November called Kadalekai Parshe, the peanut fair that 
occurs every year in the locality of BSG at the premises of this temple. Farmers from around 
Bangalore bring in their produce of peanuts to sell here and the event attracts a huge number of 
people and tourists. This fair represents the rural heritage of this site, enacting a tradition that 
existed before the planned extension of BSG came into being. The story of the bull eating peanuts 
is hence the sthalapurana of this temple that also qualifies the practice of the peanut fair. It is 
different from the Govardhan story of the previous example, as it does not have a source in the 
body of Hindu scriptures. It is rural and local situated legend that sanctifies the site. It points to 
the biography of this particular bull, although the bull as Nandi has an elaborate biography as 
Shiva’s mount within the scriptures.
The Big Ganesh Temple
The Big Ganesha temple (dodda ganesha gudi) located at the foot of the same hillock houses a 10 
ft. high, 15 ft. wide image of lord Ganesha, the elephant headed god, son of deities Shiva and 
Parvathi. This image is believed to be a swayambhu: self-evolved image that was found as it were 
on the rock surface. The image is more like an impression on the surface of a rock on both sides of 
which are steps that help the priests to reach the head of the image. Ganesha is a veiy popular 
deity. His vahana (mount) is a rat, which is the same as what the bull (Nandi) is to the deity 
Shiva. However there is no exclusive temple dedicated to the rat. Though the bull in BSG is 
housed within a temple structure, its activities are very different from the Ganesha temple 
situated at the bottom of the hillock, a few meters away. The bull temple attracts huge crowds 
during the special harvest festival, but receives sparse devotees and tourists in the rest of the year. 
The Ganesha temple is hugely popular and attracts a large number of devotees on a regular basis
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all around the year, with special crowds during few calendric festivals. This is exclusively owed to 
his status in the mythological realm and the specific duties assigned to him. His main duty as the 
remover of obstacles makes his worship crucial for the launch of any new venture. For example 
devotees take new vehicles to this temple to be blessed before use, students bring their 
examination hall tickets to be placed near the image, and film crews bring the first can of film 
before it is loaded into the camera for a shoot.
I wish to point to the difference here in the two fairly similar temple structures and images, from 
a similar period, situated close together, having a significant difference in their use due to the 
roles and biographies of the deities in the mythological realm. The bull is the deity Nandi; the 
vahana of lord Shiva, and the elephant headed god Ganesha is the son of Shiva. Nandi is in 
service to Shiva and mainly inspires undying devotion and loyalty; Ganesha’s main duty is to 
ensure the smooth and successful operation of any venture while Shiva is a supreme being 
concerned with destruction and transformation of the cosmos. In BSG the Bull temple represents 
a temple validated by an exclusive local legend. The Big Ganesha temple has local prominence 
and history and acquires a higher status due to the role, biography and popularity of the deity 
Ganesha. This inherent hierarchy amongst deities in the mythological pantheon is a key feature 
that structures practice and preference of respondents. The purpose and choice of deities to 
worship is programmed by their specific biographies in the mythological realm. However on a 
primary level all temples are approached and accessed through a common set of activities. These 
would be the devotees’ entry bare-footed, the act of darsan, circumambulation, prostrating before 
the deity and the receiving of the prashad^^. In this the primary sacred value attached to the deity 
and place of the bull and Ganesha temples is the same. There is no sthalapurana  of the Big 
Ganesh temple except for the fact that the image is said to be a swayam bhu, having emerged on 
its own accord at this site.
The Brahminical Matha
The Raayara Matha^s is an example of a Brahminical Matha, a religious institution centred on a 
religious person (here the 16*^  century Hindu saint Raghavendra swami, addressed as Raayaru), 
the deity of his choice (Raghava-Krishna), a philosophical lineage (Madhvacharya’s philosophy of
Darsan, circumambulation, receiving prash ad  are part of the common puja, or worship. For details on puja  see 
Fuller (1996), pp: 57-82
63 Mathas (also written as math and mutt) are institutions based on three major philosophical positions adopted and 
preached by three medieval reformers of Hinduism. This is special to the south Indian Brahmin community. The three 
seers originated from the south and set up their primary schools (Mathas) in the south and several branches across 
India. They had a pan Indian contribution to the scholarship on Hindu thought. The three Mathas are the Advaitha 
Mathas (Adi Shankara), the Sri Vaishnava Mathas (Ramanuja) and the Dvaitha Mathas (Madhvacharya). Several 
Brahminical Matha traditions emerged subsequently (the Raayara Matha being one of them) based on other ‘gurus’ or 
exponents of the primary philosophical schools or of newer re-readings. More generally “math’ or “mutt” (matha in 
Kannada) is a term associated with seminary or monastic type institutions (not only Brahmincal) in several Indian 
religious traditions (e.g.: Jain Maths, Lingayat Maths etc).
85
duality) and primary loyalties to a specific sub-caste group (Madhvas). The major Mathas in 
south India are strongholds of Brahminical culture, and undertake the training and initiation of 
young Brahmin boys into established practices and scholarship of Brahminical Hindu traditions. 
Though celibacy is not a requirement, some of the seers adopt a monastic lifestyle, and take up 
sanyasa  (the path of renunciation). The central images in this Raayara Matha are the sculptures 
of the Brindavanam  and that of Krishna. The Brindavanam  is a four-sided pedestal or a cubic 
structure with petalled edges on the top. This is a replica of the original structure in Mantralayam 
where the saint Raghavendra sat down to breathe his last {Samadhi - the renouncing of life 
through a process of meditation). The Brindavanam  was built around him to preserve his vital 
energies. Behind this structure is a classic image of Krishna as the cowherd playing his flute.
Williams (1977) notes that formal institutions have a profound influence on the active social 
process in what orthodox sociology would refer to as socialization. However he claims that ‘what 
is abstracted in orthodox sociologyas ‘socialization’ is in practice, in actual society, a specific kind 
of incorporation’ (p: 117). The process of socialization inducing necessary learning for all human 
beings, in this specific case of incorporation is tied to a ‘selected range of meanings, values, and 
practices’ (ibid). In their closeness to association with necessary learning they constitute the real 
foundations of the hegemonic. The formal institutions of the Mathas adhering to particular 
historical traditions prescribe lifestyles of a majority of Brahmin residents in BSG. The 
hegemonic in Mathas is best illustrated in their strict adherence to the notions of purity and 
pollution, thejatz and caste systems. They are exclusively Brahmin establishments.
The Matha in Udupi (in southwest Karnataka) is the original and the first one to have been set up 
in the 13* century by Madhvacharya, the exponent of the Dvaitha (duality) philosophy. The 
followers of this Matha are the Madhvas; the majority of respondents interviewed in this study 
belong to this sub-caste. I visited this Udupi Matha in the course of the fieldwork. Our family 
belong to the Smartha Brahmin sub-caste following the lineage of another seer Shankaracharya 
who advocated the Advaitha (non-duality) philosophy. We are therefore associated with the 
Shankara Matha. On entering, one of the priests asked us which Matha we belonged to; in this 
case it was not the one we were entering. Due to a family reference, it was arranged for us to 
lunch in the same room as the main seers, priests and members from the management of the 
temple. Before we could be ushered in, I was asked if I was wearing the sacred thread (given to 
boys at the twice-born initiation ceremony that proclaims their entry into Brahminhood). Since I 
was not wearing one, we were served lunch in a completely different room.
This incident is ironic as it stands in direct opposition to the sthalapurana  of this Matha. The 
Udupi Matha is the only temple complex where the deity’s back is turned to the main entrance.
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Devotees have to go around to the hack of the main structure and view the deity through a small 
window called kanakana kindi (Kanaka’s window/hole). The story tells that a bhakti saint called 
Kanakadasa who was of a lower caste was not allowed into the temple, as was the rule in medieval 
times. He instead stood outside and sang in praise of lord Krishna until eventually the western 
wall collapsed and the image of Krishna turned around to give a special darsan  to Kanaka. The 
wall was rebuilt with a small window through which devotees have darsan  of the Krishna image 
till this day. Here is a case where the situated legend of the place shows a counter hegemonic 
spirit of the bhakti movement through the story of Kanakadasa, where true devotion transcends 
caste, class and religious orthodoxy, while in reality I was specifically asked about my sub-caste 
status and denied special lunch for not having worn the Brahmin marking sacred thread. This, 
points to the conflicting elements within myth and practice. The sthalapurana  in this case is 
hence only one aspect of the sacred place. Here only the import of “devotion” is taken from the 
Kanakadasa story (leaving out the transgression of caste) and incorporated within the caste 
specific practices of the establishment. The lack of the sacred thread signifies a non-Brahmin 
status and hence denied access to certain spaces.
An on-going controversy concerning one of the seers from the Ashta Mathas^^ of Udupi further 
shows the primacy of rules about purity/pollution in the Matha system. All the Ashta M athas 
have several branches outside of Udupi, and the Govardhan temple discussed above is part of the 
Bangalore branch of the Puthige Matha. The path breaking style of the temple (configured by the 
Govardhan story) was initiated by the Puthige seer, Sri Sugunendra Tirtha who (as the manager 
said) was inspired by a similar innovative temple complex that he had seen during his visit to the 
United States. It is precisely this visit that has put the seer in the middle of an on-going 
controversy. In 2008 the Puthige seer became the first swamiji of the Ashta M athas to ascend the 
Paryaya Peetha^^ despite having travelled abroad. Foreign travel is taboo for the swami)is of 
Ashta M athas and is considered polluting^^. The Puthige Matha website says that Sugunendra 
Tirtha was asked to visit USA by the Cyber Madhva Sangha (C.M.S), a religious society founded in 
the U.S. by Non-Resident Indians (NRI). The seer agreed to this even though generally the Ashta 
M athas are seen to consider NRIs with disdain for having abandoned the Karm a Bhoomi [duty-
64 The Tulu Astha M athas of Udupi are a group of eight Mathas established by Sri Madhvacharya in the 13* century 
having appointed one of his direct disciples to be the first swamiji for each. They follow a guru-param para  system and 
have had a succession of swamijis in an appointment lineage from the first one. When the Mathas were formed, 
Madhvachraya initiated the swamijis in pairs, each pair of Matha known as Dwandwa (dual). The Dwandwa Mathas 
share responsibilities, especially when one of them is serving the Krishna temple.
5^ The P aryaya  Feetha is the seat of authority passed between the swamijis of the Ashta M athas  for the management of 
the Krishna temple every alternate (even numbered) year giving a chance for the swamijis of all the eight Mathas to 
perform puja  to Krishna for a period of two years in rotation. P aryaya  (meaning ‘alternative’ or ‘another’) is the ritual 
that marks the passing over of the puja and administration duties of the temple from one seer to another.
Staff correspondent, “Sugunendra Tirtha Swamiji ascends Paryaya Feetha amid controversy”, 
http://www.hindu.com /2008/01/19/stories/2008011955190100.htm , (January 19, 2008)
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bound (holy) land (India)] for a life of luxury and pleasure in the West^7, He later also travelled to 
Europe. Hence when it was the seer’s turn to ascend the Paryaya Peetha in 2008, there was 
strong opposition from the seers of the seven other Mathas who refused to participate in the 
ascension ceremony. One of the seers (of Pejawar Matha) was reported to have come to an 
agreement with the Puthige seer stating that the seer could ascend the Peetha and perform puja  
to lord Krishna without touching the image. The Puthige seer has been in the news again recently 
when he was not invited to participate in the ascension ceremonyof the Sodhe Mathaswamiji in 
January 2012^^. This was based on the charge that he had not stuck to his word during his 
Paryaya  term in 2008-10, and had actually touched the image during puja^^. The Puthige seer 
undertook a one-day fast in protest, and expressed deep anguish about the lack of concern of the 
other seers in abiding by the P aryaya  system (that requires equal participation from all the eight 
Mathas).
My visit to the most exclusivist Madhva Matha (Uttaradi Matha) in BSG involved an incident 
where the priest refused to serve me the spoon of sanctified water {thirtha) directly as he looked 
disapprovingly at my choice of westernized clothing for the visit (I was not aware that here entry 
is restricted to ritual/traditional attire only). He asked a little boy from their in-house monastery 
(gurukulam  - school for religious education) to act as mediator as the priest poured the water in 
his palm which was then transferred to mine. Hence even the transfer of substance (sanctified 
water) without actual touch between the priest and me was seen to contribute to pollution. Mr. 
Raghu referred to the m adi system of maintaining purity that has primacy in the Madhva 
tradition, he said,
...you see  we built this extension over the terrace of our house and the terrace is no longer 
accessible. Before, my wife used to hang my madi clothes forpq/a there. Now there is no 
upstairs and my wife is not too well, so  I sometimes prepare the mad/clothes the previous 
night, especially for the weekend puja and hang it in one of the rooms here. I tell the maid 
to not clean that room tomorrow. But even this is not possible while you travel...the best I 
do is to do the puja quickly after the bath.
The puja  requires the worshiper to wear freshly washed and dried cloths (dhoti and shalyam ) 
that haven’t been touched by anyone who is not in madi. Hence here Raghu tells the maid to 
avoid the room lest she might touch it. Also a non-Brahmin maid touching the clothes would be 
even more polluting, where in many Madhva respondents’ houses, a non-Brahmin person is not 
allowed inside the kitchen or the puja  room. Following de Certeau, the above examples show a 
field of power of the “strategies” of Madhva establishments (the Mathas) evident in their
67 Udupi Shree Puthige Matha, History, http://www.shreeputhige.org/swamiji3.shtml
68 Habib Beary, “Udupi seers in spat over ‘Paiyaya’”, http://v\^vw.sakaaltim es.com /20i20ii7/ 
5672693416415733840.htm (January 17, 2012)
69 Staff correspondent, “Pejawar seer to go on fast today”, http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp- 
national/article28o6852.ece, (January 17, 2012)
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prescribed practices regarding the m adi system. The exertion of power of these institutions and 
the Madhva tradition highlights the relational dimension between establishments and everyday 
practice, and the tactical negotiation of these power fields by individuals. In the above examples 
there has been a historic reference in the counter hegemonic act of the bhakti saint Kanakadasa, 
the transgression of the Puthige seer’s tactical act of travelling abroad and touching the image of 
Krishna and Mr. Raghu’s negotiation and manoeuvreof the m adi system to better suit his 
lifestyle.
The Ramakrishna Matha
A Matha that is different from the Brahminical one (in its orthodoxy and philosophical standing) 
is the Ramakrishna Math also referred to as the Ramakrishna ashram at the far end of bull 
temple road from Mr. Raghu’s house which is a large campus housing a central prayer hall, an 
auditorium, extensive gardens, hostels for residential disciples, a shop, and administration 
buildings. The Ramakrishna Mission and Ramakrishna Math as twin organizations were started 
by the efforts of Swamy Vivekananda based on the religious school of thought of his guru Sri 
Ramakrishna, a 19* century mystic. Various branches of this institution are found across the 
country with the headquarters in Belur Math near Kolkata, set up in 1897. The Math is a monastic 
organization that undertakes philanthropic work and spiritual education. The residential monks 
grow their own food, and lead a regulated life revolving around service.
The establishing of this Math^» across the country and the ideas that led to its formation from the 
efforts of its key thinker Vivekananda is part of a particular and very significant shift in 
conceiving the Hindu religious tradition in nineteenth century India. At this point the category of 
‘Hinduism’ acquired currency with ‘a number of new characteristics’ echoing ’Judaeo-Christian 
presuppositions about the nature of religion’ in a highly complex set of processes involving 
colonial rule and orientalist interest in Hindu traditions^! (King 1999: 104). Along with this, in 
accordance to this and as a (nationalistic) response to this were the efforts of a Hindu 
intelligentsia^^ in choosing the philosophical traditions of Vedanta^s as ‘an archaic textual and 
canonical locus for Hindu religion’ (King 1999: 128). Though several different Vedanta 
traditions74 have developed through centuries, the Advaita Vedanta of Shankara (c.700 CE) 
became foundational in explanations of ‘Hinduism’ for these thinkers. Vivekananda as orator, 
missionary and social activist was crucial in spreading the Vedantic message in the West and
70 The word ‘Math’ or ‘Mutt’ has a pan-Indian usage across several traditions (e.g.: Brahmin, Lingayat, Jain, neo- 
Vedantic and Guru-specific ones). In Kannada it is addressed as a ‘Matha’, so I retain the local usage where necessary 
and the broader ‘Math’ in a general usage across languages.
71 See King (1999), Pp 82-117
72 Some of the key figures being Rammohun Roy, Dayananda Saraswati, Swamy Vivekananda and Sarvepalli 
Radhakrishnan
73 ‘Vedanta’ is the ‘end of the Vedas’- namely the Upanishads
74 Hirst and Zavos (2011), p: 48)
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within India through a particular re-reading of this philosophy serving to construct ‘Hinduism’ as 
a ‘World Religion’ and fostering nationalistic pride in opposition to foreign dominance. This 
approach of ‘new’ interpretations of the Vedanta by Vivekananda along with many different 
figures of nineteenth and twentieth century India is often described as ‘neo-Vedanta’. The 
implications of this in present day BSG becomes evident in the following chapter. It is enough to 
note here that at a basic level the institutions of the Madhva and the Ramakrishna, both being 
referred to as Mathas could besimilar if seen ashaving developed from particular re-readings of 
the Vedic-Vedantic corpus by key individuals (Madhvacharya and Vivekananda), but are hardly 
comparable in any other aspect in contemporary practice. The extraordinaiy difference in the 
historical, religious, socio-cultural, political aspects and associated practices of these 
establishments points to the co-existence of such diverse traditions in such proximity along a 
single road in BSG.
In the Ramakrishna Matha there are talks and lectures in three languages (English, Hindi and 
Kannada) on various days of the week. The regular event however is the singing of the devotional 
bhajans every evening in the prayer hall also called the main temple. This prayer hall contains at 
one end an enclosure within which there is a large mounted photograph of Sri Ramakrishna 
seated cross-legged in a state of samadhi. Across the hall above the main entrance is another 
photograph of Ramakrishna preaching and around the hall there are sixteen photographs of the 
main disciples of Ramakrishna. Beckerlegge (2000) notes that sources within the Ramakrishna 
movement refer to as many as six photographs of Ramakrishna and three of them provide the 
foundations of the movement’s iconography. Two are found in this hall. The history of this 
Ramakrishna Matha says that Sharada Devi, the wife of Ramakrishna, sanctified the premises by 
staying there in March 1911, and also meditating on the small hillock in the campus, now called 
mother’s rock that holds a small shrine with a photograph of Sharada Devi seated cross-legged. 
This ashram prescribes silence, meditation and contemplation with the central prayer hall and 
mother’s rock marked off as silent zones.
The four religious sites
The four sites described above (Bull temple, Ganesha temple, Raayara Math and Ramakrishna 
Math) are all found on either side of half a kilometre length of the Bull Temple road. The temples 
house stone images of deities, the first was of the bull and the second was the elephant-headed 
deity Ganesha. The central image in the Raayara Matha is a structure symbolic of the resting 
place of the saint. The central image in the Ramakrishna Matha is a photograph of the saint. The 
image of the bull marks the particular exploits of the mythological bull in that specific location 
and the Ganesha image is believed to have emerged at that spot (swayam bhu). This ties them  
down to their exclusive place in the locality of BSG. The sthalapurana, a term for a significant
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genre of mythology associated with specific sites is here applied to describe the one specific story 
or pointer that sanctifies the place and gives it sacred significance.
The Raayara Matha is dedicated to the saint Raghavendra who toured the whole of south India 
visiting pilgrimage sites, advocating the Dvaitha philosophy that is the foundational school of 
thought for a series of Mathas (at least five in BSG) with allegiance to the sub-caste of Madhvas. 
The Matha holds a replica of the saint’s original resting place. The Ramakrishna Math has a spot 
demarcated as having been consecrated by one of the central represented figures (Sharada Devi) 
marking its unique physical identity as a sacred place in BSG. Hence the sanctifying narratives of 
these two places involve historical characters and events. The main thrust of these places however 
rests on the religious school of thought that they advocate, and are formal institutions unlike the 
Bull and Ganesha temples. They foster instruction and incorporation into prescribed religious 
thought, practice and a way of life: ones that harbour on caste exclusivity and ones that have a 
more neo-Vedantic outlook.
Carman (2001) observes in the case of another south Indian saint Ramanujans that his 
hagiography is “mythical” or suprahistorical. He notes that for concerned Hindu communities, in 
narratives of so many of the Hindu saints and sages, ‘faith in some decisive Divine intervention is 
crucial, and the special Divine powers of the central figures in their history are part of the 
objective history’ (Carman 2001: 146). What constitutes this history is a ‘chain of meaningful 
events stretching from God’s saving action in the past to the daily life of present members of the 
devotional community’ (ibid). Saint/scholar Ramanuja is considered an incarnation of the cosmic 
serpent Shesha (on whom Lord Vishnu reclines) and Raghavendra swamy an incarnation of 
Prahlad (an ardent devotee of Vishnu). It is said that Ramakrishna saw Goddess Kali everywhere 
(Beckerlegge 2000) and willed for god consciousness which for him was through absorption in 
the Divine mother, which his disciples note, happened after twelve years of yearning (Pangborn 
1976). Hence the sanctifying narratives of the central figures of these institutions (the two types 
of Mathas) are at once historical, biographical and mythical in nature^ .^
This section has shown many different types of stories. There were sthalapuranas with an 
identifiable classical textual source to sthalapuranas that are local and specific to that particular
75 Ramanujacharya is the expounder of the third philosophical strand of the Vishishtadvaita (the other two being 
Dvaitha and Advaitha)
76 The subject of myth and history, and the ahistoricity of Hinduism is a vast and complex one. Hirst (1998) approaches 
this distinction by considering the words ithihasa and purana  in Indian languages that is taken to mean 'history' and 
‘myth’ respectively. However the meanings of these terms are very different in several contexts to those intended in the 
western meanings, most evident in its common usage as a compound word ‘ithihasapurana\ The discussion of these 
genres is mostly concerned with the categorization and nature of scriptural content. Even the western words ‘myth’ and 
‘history’ are used in several ways with many nuances of meaning. I use them here in terms of the simplistic distinction 
Hirst notes is often applied: ‘...myths deal with God or the gods and ‘events’ which may not literally have happened, 
history deals with past facts and so reports what actually did happen (Hirst 1998:105)
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site. Temple myths point to deities (theriomorphic and anthropomorphic) occupying hierarchical 
positions with regard to their biographies and relationships within the mythical realm. Their 
worship depends on their specific biographies in that realm. Their images firstly provide insight 
into the nature of these deities and their possible roles (visual theologies) and could also denote a 
moment from an episode in their biographies (visual scriptures). The institutions have 
sthalapuranas that are more historical. Devotees access them for their particular philosophical 
standing and also approach the central figures (saints) as deities in their own right with 
biographies and histories that are part mythical in nature. Institutional myths (of Brahminical 
Mathas) point to social hierarchies with reference to prescribed allegiances to sub-caste and 
ranking order of saints and disciples. They were seen to practise inclusion and exclusion based on 
caste and sub-caste identities. This points to the multiplicity in the modes of access to public 
sacred places and different relations to the locality expressed through select communities. The 
following section will address these relations further, looking at the practice of individuals with 
regard to public sacred places.
B. Religious sites, deities and residents
The above discussion has looked at the nature of place  in relation to the sacred in the locality of 
BSG and the role of myths in that context. This section looks at ‘practiced place’ in the locality 
through movement and action of residents who access the public sacred places. The intent is to 
look at the space characterized by the practice of residents, focusing on the different modes of 
interaction between religious sites and residents. The personal relations between site, deity and 
individual are addressed through responses to locate the role of mythical characters in the lives of 
residents and the contexts of sacredness in the locality.
Affiliations
Though the locality is home to innumerable temples and religious in s t i t u t io n s 7 7 ,  the residents 
have specific sites that they visit and are affiliated to. The pattern and choice of these visits is 
complicated as the majority of respondents have visited all these sites at least once and generally 
believe that it is not wise to differentiate between these temples as all of them are home to a god. 
So when asked about which of the temples were amongst their personal favourites, the initial 
response from most was the reluctance to adopt favouritism with the issue of gods. But on further 
probing a pattern of choosing and visiting certain temples is evident.
77 When asked about religious sites they visit in the locality the respondents speak simultaneously of both temples and 
religious sites as places that house deities. However they are referred to by name as gudi and matha. The distinction 
between mythical deities and saints is unclear where similar worship is offered to both. The exception is however the 
Ramakrishna Matha with its emphasis on prayer and meditation which will be addressed in the next chapter.
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In the case of Mr. Raghu, he said that his visits were mostly not connected to specific days but he 
went to temples whenever he could, especially the Uttaradi Matha. He is a disciple of this Matha 
and interacts with the management and people who work there. The Swamiji comes to his home 
twice in a year when invited for a special puja. Here the affiliation to a particular Matha is due to 
family lineage and sub-caste category. Mr.Raghu belongs to the Madhva sub-caste. Family lineage 
also dictates primary loyalties to a single deity, what is known as the house-god (mane-devaru). I 
retain mane-devaru  as it is not mainly dependent on gotra  but an inherited deity in a particular 
family lineage. People within the same gotra  have different mane-devaru. This is of unique 
importance to a family and in the case of Brahmin sub-castes, exists along with the exclusive 
Matha affiliations. The house-god is crucial to the identity of the family members in most 
activities concerned with the sacred. This deity is at the top of the hierarchy. Many families can 
have a common m ane-devaru, but there could be differences in the place, origin and 
characteristics of the same deity. Mr Bhagavan belongs to the Iyengar sub-caste. He says that for 
his family the main god is Srinivasa that is in Sampige (site of the temple), about 95 miles from 
Bangalore. It is near the town Kadabha, from which he inherits his surname and where his 
forefathers were born. Mr Bhagavan remarks.
They say Sampige Srinivasa and Tirupathi Srinivasa are interconnected. And whoever 
wants to go from our family member, in these days we are all liberalized. But back then if 
they want to go to Tirupathi, they had to go to Sampige and ask his permission. If he says 
yes, then only you could go to Tirupathi. My father for example he never went to Tirupathi.
The primary deity for Mr Bhagavan’s family is the Srinivasa at Sampige. However the most 
important and popular temple of the deity Srinivasa in India is in Tirupathi on the seven-hill 
range in the state of Andra Pradesh. Mr Bhagavan claims that the family rule, if one were to 
follow it, advises them to put the Srinivasa of Sampige at first place, even before the most 
important one at Tirupathi. So the Sampige Srinivasa becomes an exclusive family deity to the 
Kadabhas. A different kind of hierarchy comes into play here. The deity Srinivasa could be 
common as a house-god to a large section of people from unconnected communities but in Mr 
Bhagavan’s case the Srinivasa at Sampige is associated with their primary family identity. Only 
families that can trace their lineage to this place will have this particular Srinivasa as their 
principal deity, making it a lineage deity or kula-devata. So Srinivasa is a m ane-devaru  for many, 
Sampige Srinivasa is kula-devate for this family (but could also be worshiped as a form of 
Srinivasa that is mane-devaru  to others).
This response also points to the primary temple of importance for Mr Bhagavan’s family being 
located outside the locality of BSG. This is the case with almost all the respondents. Some have 
family homes and properties in other towns from where the successive generations have moved 
into Bangalore and settled down in BSG, in which case the shrine of their family deity is found in
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that town. Others have affiliation to the most important temple of their house-god that could be 
located in another town or city. For example, if Srinivasa is the house-god, then the family will 
have primary affiliation to the Srinivasa temple in Tirupathi. They will try to make a journey to 
this temple as often as possible, and will usually share affiliation to another Srinivasa temple that 
is much closer and easily accessible.
Human-deity interaction
Apart from temples prescribed by lineage, respondents have their favourite temples due to a 
special allegiance with the deity present there. They often spoke of a direct relationship with the 
deity based on personal feeling and history. Fuller (1992: 63) points to people having their own 
‘favourite deity’, the ishtadevata  also the ‘chosen deity’ according to Smith (2003: 144). It is 
important here to look at what the respondents say. The following responses show this special 
mode of choice and a very private approach to a site-specific physical representation of a deity in 
the public temple complex. The focus here is to see how choice is made and loyalties negotiated in 
visiting temples. Respondent Vaishnavi says.
My favourite temple is Lord Ganesha here in Bull Temple road and I somehow totally am 
attracted by him and he is very very great figure.
Shruthi says.
More often I go to H.B Samaja temple, more often than I go here. That Hanuman is 
somehow very powerful I think. Somehow I have lot of solace if I go there when I have lot 
of problems. By the time I come back home there will be som e solution. So there is som e  
belief, probably a co-incidence but still.
And Mr Bhagavan says,
Srinivasa an image for me, if there is any god; I would say like Srinivasa, particularly 
Tirupathi Srinivasa, like (the temple) in Tirupathi, if I close my eyes that’s who I see . I must 
say that with the god’s figure, nowhere else is that kind of feeling. Although I am not a fully 
involved religious person always, there must be a 100% god there and particularly 
Srinivasa looks as though he is the person whom I can always look up to.
Arjun says.
The circle Ganesha temple we have been going from when we learnt to study. Particularly 
before every exam we go.
Loyalties shift or are shared in time and that is perhaps the reason why new temples gain such a 
following so quickly. The circle Ganesh temple that Aijun mentions above is a fairly new temple 
in the round-about of the Netkalappa circle. This road feature for long had a few trees, a small 
children’s playground, a walk way and a few park benches. A small shrine emerged here in late 
1980’s which now is a sprawling temple complex encroaching one third of the total area of the 
round-about. For Aijun aged fifteen, this shrine has been part of his childhood, when often he 
would go to the round-about to play. It has gained importance as the temple to go to before his
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exams (as Ganesha the remover of obstacles is worshiped before undertaking any venture). Arjun 
adds that sometimes he feels guilty going to temples far off and not going to temples that are 
close by, like this one which is around the corner from his house. That is how he says he ‘got used 
to going to this place’.
Seen in the above responses is the description of deities as “powerful” and a particular “feeling” 
that respondents identify with their chosen deities, something that they experience in the vicinity 
of these deities. This points to a field of influence around the deity and its form in these sacred 
sites which is experienced in the interaction between person and deity. The main interaction is in 
the act of darsan: religious seeing, the receiving of blessings, the exchange of gaze (Eck 1998). 
Fuller (1992) notes that images are mainly man-made artefacts^® not considered to be sacred 
objects until they have been consecrated by installing divine power within them. So when 
devotees look at images, ‘they are also standing in the field of the deities’ power and absorbing it 
like light through their own eyes’ (Fuller 1992: 60). The priest in the Harihareshwara temple said. 
My job is to take care of the deities here. You have walked in here means the Devi has 
herself made you come here. All kinds of people come here and we don’t know what kind 
of energies they have. So the visit of so many people takes away the energy of the deities.
My job is to help replenish this by daily puja and mantras 
This response clearly points to this field of power of the deity within the temple complex and its 
role in the interaction between deity and devotees who come for darsan. Another unique 
dimension to qualities of deities is seen in the case of Hanuman the simian deity. A significant 
temple for Hanuman in BSG is the Karanjee Anjaneya temple. Retired Mr Sanath who visits this 
temple regularly said of Hanuman,
He is chiranjeevi.he is always there. That’s  all, he is always, right now, in this world also he 
is there. This was reflected when Swamy Chinmayananda gave a discourse. He had one 
seat vacant, one chair when he was giving discourse. The point was that Hanuman is there 
(laughter). So the belief is that even in this world he is present...We have a lot of faith in 
Hanuman. At this age especially we need to have more faith in him 
Hanuman is always referred to as a chiranjeevi (eternal, immortal). Jeevi refers to ‘the living 
one’, from jeeva, which is ‘life’. So Hanuman is believed to be eternally living in the mortal form 
amongst humans. Hanuman is one of the principal characters in the epic story Ram ayana. His 
main attributes are his intense devotion to deity Ram and his invincible strength. The attribute of 
Hanuman’s strength is picked up in Sanath’s response where the retired couple believe in his 
‘ever-living’ and helping them through their old age.
78 Apart from some that are believed to be “self existent” or sw ayam bhu  as the Ganesh idol in the previous section, or 
most of the aniconic images of the linga and the shaligram a, that are already full of divine power
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The personal relationship with the deities goes further since most often the marked sacred places 
are addressed as the residence of the deity. Anthropomorphism allows these places to be 
experienced through varying categories of feeling, which brings deities with particular 
mythological biographies into spaces constructed exclusively by the situated interactions of 
devotee and deity. Deities are spoken of intimately as people residing or visiting the sacred 
places, like in the following examples. Mrs Sanath says.
There the deity It is Laxmi. Laxmi you know you can keep anywhere, Laxmi will come.
Kalpana says.
Because Rayaru is there, I like it, and here since Sharada is there I like.
Temple visits
The devotees’ visits to temples vaiy from spontaneous to regular but all the respondents visit a 
temple at least once in a week. Mr Mohan’s response here gives a starting point to look at the 
nature of temple visits, when he says.
We do visit quite a few. Most of these visits are related to occasions because they also 
happen to be places where relatives have functions to perform. We go to those rituals and 
functions and so  we visit those places. We also visit the Raghavendra Swamy Matha here.
Then there is a Lakshmi Narasimha Temple in Majestic that we used to go quite often.
There is a temple in Chennai that we visit that is the Parthasarathy Temple.
Both temples and Mathas are places where family occasions are conducted. Some temples have 
an additional hall which is hired out for the performance of mainly the life-cycle rituals; birth 
ceremony, initiation ceremony, marriages and anniversaries. Families are often prescribed or 
prefer to conduct these rituals in their appointed Matha if belonging to that particular sub-caste 
or in the temples of their house-god or family deity. There are other occasions that are performed 
for the well being of the family. They are prescribed by priests for the general well being of a 
family, or astrologically prescribed for one or more individuals in the family. Some choose to 
perform rituals on specific festivals as they tend to be more auspicious. Overall they are also 
reason for a gathering as seen in Mr Mohan’s response above, sometimes bringing together a 
large group of families from a certain clan, or sub-caste group. Family lineage also requires 
regular visits to certain temples as in the case of Mr Bhagavan who makes sure he visits the 
Srinivasa temple in his hometown at least once every year and whenever he feels like going. As he 
says,
...actually this Sunday we are going to Sampige again to visit the temple and we have got 
good connection to them. There we have got som e nice committee and all that and 
maintaining the temple, that is not very easy. It is far far away from the cities and nobody 
wants to go there.
For Mr and Mrs Sanath heing Tamil Smarta Brahmins, Shiva is one of the important deities and 
they have a similar yearly commitment to a temple in Trichi, though it does not belong to their
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family as in the above response. It is a major temple and they are not involved in its running or 
maintenance, but committed to this ritual, a practice carried over from their forefathers. It is the 
rudra abhishekam  a ritual performed every year for the last 85 years. As Mr Sanath explained, it 
is performed on the night of the pournam i day in dhanurmasa, arudra nakshatra. That night 
they finish the abhisheka, next day morning the swamy goes around the city and comes back to 
do the rituals, after which Mr and Mrs Sanath return to Bangalore. Dhanurmasa, arudra  
nakshatra, on pournam i day, is in the ‘month of dhanur, under the arudra  star, on a full moon 
day’. Here the central activity is the ritual performance of the abhishekam  (bathing the deity with 
chosen ingredients), which the couple sponsor every year. They would not attend this only under 
unavoidable circumstances like illness, or the death of a relative, during which time they however 
do not fail to send the money. The performance will happen without them being there.
These examples show visits to temples based on calendric events. It might be regular as on 
festival days, and in programmed rituals as in the case of the Sanaths. Though the life cycle 
rituals and prescribed rituals are programmed according to the astrological identities of the 
family/individual and suitable dates in the almanac (panchang), they amount to a sporadic set of 
events, which bring about temple visits. The priority of temple going varied with the respondent’s 
intention, and most often around the particular lifestyles their work demanded. Amongst the 
retired and the housewives this activity was found to be more regular. Like in the case of retired 
Mr Sanath and his wife,
Subrahmanya swamy temple is a must for everyday. S ee  we wake up at 4-30 am. We 
have a bath, I recite venkateshwara suprabhatam, before we go to Lalbhag for a walk.
From Lalbhag after walk we go to Subrahmanya swamy temple, come back, have a small 
ashtothara^^ on Shiva at home...all this before I drink coffee or anything. That is how we 
have developed a routine...I have concentrated more after retirement than earlier.
Kalpana is a housewife and grew up in a different locality in Bangalore before coming to BSG 
upon marriage. Koramangala where she grew up, amongst a predominant Christian population, 
is relatively a newer locality when compared to her current residence in BSG.
In Koramangala there was nothing like our own temple, there were only some. But here I 
keep going a lot...Thursday I go to Raghavendra temple, Tuesday Ganesha, for birthdays, 
marriage anniversary, for all these occasions I keep going. All festival days I go. I am also 
performing lalithasahasranama for eleven days, so I go to the Shankara Matha 
Here her visits are planned around specific days that are believed auspicious for that particular 
deity, or due to her own personal choice. She also chooses special occasions as reasons for her 
visits, among which are the festival days, which was seen in earlier responses. Apart from that she 
is visiting the Matha to perform a specific prescribed ritual for a given period of time. Her
79 Ashtotharam  is ritual chanting or reciting of the 108 names of a particular deity.
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response also shows that moving to the locality of BSG has increased her temple visits as there 
are so many more temples here that are closer and easily accessible.
In majority of the couples who are retired, their children are usually settled in another locality, 
city or country. The retired Mr and Mrs Madhu for example have two sons, one a doctor in 
Birmingham and the other an engineer settled in Australia. The couple spend six months of the 
year between these two places and six months back in BSG. They are waiting for their Australian 
green card, so as to make their journeys easier. They have temples in their locality of BSG that 
they visit regularly. Apart from that are those temples in the other countries that they visit. 
Birmingham has a big temple complex that houses most of the deities (Srinivasa, Padmavathi, 
Hanuman, Subrahmanya swamy, Vinayaka, and the Navagrahas). Mr Madhu’s son is one 
amongst the main members who initiated the temple project and Mr Madhu and his wife feel part 
of this project as he says.
Yes we have been there many times. On our names only the temple has been built. On 
som e bricks they have written our names, my name and my wife’s name. For a brick he 
(son) has given 5000 GBP. On the god’s garment they have put gold coins. On that one 
our name has been written...In Australia also there is the Shiva Vishnu temple which we 
visit every Sunday when we are there.
Practice in public sacred place
Choudhury (1998) identifies three types of deities that a Hindu could worship: a personally 
chosen deity (ishta-devata), the family deity (kula-devata), and the local/village deity (gram a- 
devata). This section has also shown that residents identify with three types of deities. There is 
the family deity associated with specific families, places of family lineage and kinship inheritance 
and the personal deity that is sometimes considered as a favourite deity, implying a choice made 
between many deities. Another deity amongst respondents was the more commonly shared 
house-god called mane-devaru. This is a specific Kannada word referring to the deity assigned to 
families through inheritance. Usually the mane-devaru  would be more generalized than the kula- 
devata, for example if Srinivasa is a mane-devaru, any form of Srinivasa will essentially qualify 
to represent this, but a kula-devata  will be often particular, like the Sampige Srinivasa. An aspect 
to the difference would alsobe in the usage of the term, where the former is commonly used by 
urban residents and the latter by rural (often referring to a village or town-specific deity). Apart 
from and along with these, there are also prescribed affiliations to Mathas through sub-caste 
categories. All these deities have a field of influence expressed either as “power” or a “feeling” in 
the premises of sacred sites that they are installed in. Life-cycle rituals are mostly performed in 
associated Mathas or temples of the house-god or family-god. Prescribed rituals (for specific 
problems, astrological corrections, individual requirements) are performed in temples of a
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specifically chosen deity and site according to the nature of their power, identity and biography in 
the mythical realm that makes them best suited to solve that problem.
The nature of temple visits varies from highly specific/calendric to sporadic and spontaneous, 
with many of the sites situated outside this locality, in other towns and even in a different 
country. Eck (2006) refers to the term Kathenotheism coined by Müller to describe howthe 
deities of Hinduism are worshiped one god at a time. This is different from polytheism as 
understood to be worship of many gods, ‘each with partial authority and a limited sphere of 
influence’ (Eck 2006: 49). With Kathenotheism each god is exalted in turn, ‘their multiplicity 
does not diminish the significance or power of any of them’ (ibid). ‘Kathenotheism’ is, though, a 
blunt term coming from a colonial context. This study shows that it is indeed the case that actors 
visiting temples would engage in exclusive interaction with the different deities in specific fields 
of influence that are not comparable, shared or transposable between sites. This is seen in the 
innumerable affiliations to temples and specific calendric or sporadic visits made exclusively to 
these places. However the responses showed that in choices of actors, certain sites and deities are 
preferred over others. Choices are made within deities of prescribed lineage (kula-devata, mane- 
devaru) and personal choice (ishta-devata) with criteria based on relative loyalties, deity’s 
power, obligation and unique subjective responses to specific deities. Hence choices sometimes 
bring in a hierarchy between sites housing the same deity, apart from hierarchies between deities 
induced through family lineage, inheritance and negotiation of loyalties.
The architectural forms of religious sites help in marking the sacredness of the place where a 
deity has been consecrated. The power field of the deity is contained within this form. Munn 
(2003) using S. J. Tambiah’s term refers to the aboriginal ancient place as “center-oriented” with 
a spatio-political domain that is formed “as a variable sphere of influence that diminishes 
as...power radiates from a [spatial] center” (p: 95). The power fields in Hindu religious sites are 
structurally divided and marked by practice broadly at three levels: the central chamber that 
houses the deity (garbhagudi - closed to devotees and having exclusive access to priests), the 
outer room (the prakara - devotees enter this space having left their footwear outside) and the 
temple premises (sometimes within a compound wall usually having resting places, sacred trees 
and stalls sellingpu/a ingredients).
Sacredness of deities is attributed to their place in a community-recognised and consecrated site 
and to their identity in a mythological realm (reinforced by both site-specific/situated and 
common myths). It is seen that there are various different types of sthalapuranas. There are 
particular biographies of deities and histories of temple sites (mostly mythical except for actual 
dates of when the temples were built and by whom). But with religious institutions it is more
99
complicated as there are biographies and histories of saints (hagiographies with both mythical 
and historical elements) and histories of the schools of thought and establishments (of the 
Mathas). The respondents do not differentiate the way they treat the deities and saints and hence 
it can be inferred that all the narratives (biographical, historical and mythical) allow for viewing 
these figures and their place of residence as sacred. According to Malinowski’s definition of 
myths, all these narratives could then he considered myths, as they are a class of stories that are 
concerned with the ‘marking off of the sacred^®.
Following de Certeau’s theory of practice, this section brings attention to the spatiality of practice 
in the infinite styles o f  use of residents accessing religious sites. The everyday operation of 
visiting temples and institutions shows the turns and movements of use as followed through 
prescribed practices, lineage and inheritance, setting some basic patterns of practice. However 
implicit within this are particular styles dependent on individual choiceof deity, pattern of 
hierarchy, proximity, and changes occurring in the locality. The styles of use range from highly 
specific, habitual spatial and temporal journeys to varied sporadic meanderings depending on 
lives of individual actors, extending from the immediate neighbourhood of the locality to places 
in different parts of the country and abroad. Further in the case of the Matha, attention was 
brought to the tactical practice of individuals within the strategic power fields of establishments, 
in this case being the implementing and propagating of the norms regarding purity-pollution 
through the m adi system. If these movements and human-deity interactions are centred on 
devotional journeys in an extended public place and seeking darsan  with the mediation of a 
priest, the next section looks within the household for practice centred on unmediated human- 
deity interaction in the personal shrine - the puja  room.
Section 3: The private sacred place 
The Puja room
Fuller (1992) notes that pu/a (worship) is the core ritual^! of popular theistic H in d u is m ® ^ . All the 
households that were interviewed had a puja  room where puja  is performed everyday (with very 
few exceptions). Most of these prayer/worship rooms are proper enclosures with an average size 
of 4 /4  feet, allowing at least two people to sit cross-legged on the floor. With ornate doors
80 According to the definition as shown in chapter two.
81 There are other forms of ritual in the practice of Hinduism like the life-cycle rituals and yagn as/h om as  (symbolic 
sacrifices). Puja is the primary ritual that is a form of respectful honouring of the deity, a worshiper’s reception and 
entertainment of a distinguished and adored guest, and an expression of personal affection to powerful gods and 
goddesses (Fuller 1992)
82 For detailed description of puja  and its structure and meaning see Fuller (1992), Pp: 57-82
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opening out, the inside would have a section with a raised platform on which are placed various 
different articles of worship. Oil lamps are placed on either side of this platform. Framed pictures 
of deities and sometimes, religious leaders (gurus, swamijis, saints) are hung on the walls. In 
some houses the puja  room is just a cupboard in the wall, with the articles and the lamps placed 
on a shelf, or on different shelves of a full-length cupboard. The members of the household have 
individual ways of accessing this site, sometimes by choice or by ritual instruction, where certain 
members are required to perform certain duties that could be determined by gender or caste. In 
most cases the males offer prayers to the gods and females to the goddesses. The puja  rooms of 
four households will be discussed below in regard to the spatial dimension of the operative stories 
associated with the objects and practices in the puja  room. The operative story of the first 
example has significance within that family and kinship pattern, the next one bears significance 
to a religious community, the third to a place-specific legend in another city and the fourth has 
pan-Indian significance.
The personal
Mrs. Seshadri is in her early 80s and has lived in BSG all her life. In Mrs. Seshadri’s family there 
is no male member who takes up the responsibility of the puja  room. She lives with her daughter 
and son-in-law, who are both relatively busy and have their own ways of accessing this space. For 
the traditional maintenance of the puja  room, as it was followed by her husband and his father, 
they now have a Brahmin cook who also works part time as an assistant in the high court. It is his 
duty to wash the images, clean the puja  room, and perform worship to the shaligram a  everyday 
that requires adherence to the m adi system of ritual purity. This means that all these activities 
have to he done in the morning, having bathed, wearing separately washed ritual garments and 
requiring sufficient knowledge of the necessary chants (shlokas, stotras  and m antras). Most of 
the articles that are placed in the puja  room of her house today are, she says, more than 100 years 
old. Amongst them is this little black stone, the shaligrama^^, which represents the deity Vishnu. 
Mrs. Seshadri opened a small box of oxidized silver, inside which was a red piece of cloth and this 
round black stone the size of a marble and related an episode from her childhood in the 1930s.
Mrs. Seshadri’s father used to take them (her and her brother as children) every Saturday to the 
Venkatramanaswamy Temple near Fort High School. When the priest gave her sacred water and 
prashad  the shaligrama  came along with it by mistake. She thought it was the nerale fruit (Black 
plum - Syzygium  jam bolanum ) and put it in her mouth along with the prashad, only to take it
3^ The shaligram a  is a round black stone with specific patterns on it or as Fuller (1992; 58) says a special type of fossil; 
a legitimate one can only be from/only to be found in the river Gandaki in Nepal. The impressions on the stone are 
described as charkas that are formed by the river worms called Vajrakeeta that live in these stones. Depending on the 
number of holes and charkas on the stones they are considered representations of different forms of the deity Vishnu. 
The significance of these stones is mentioned in the puranas.
101
out quickly when it made a grinding sound in her mouth. On the way hack home in the car she 
told her father about this and showed him the stone. Her father was terrified and began to shake. 
As soon as they reached home he rushed to the Shankara Matha nearby and asked the swamiji 
what had to be done. The swamiji advised him not to panic and that nothing needed to be done. 
The shaligrama  had come home to them on its own. It did not matter, as it was only a child who 
had put it in her mouth. However he should give it to the Matha so that they could do the 
appropriate rituals to remedy the fact that it had been put in the mouth. It could then be taken 
home to be worshiped. It should not be given back to the temple; instead a contribution should be 
made to the god in some other way. So her father got a silver chest plate and other accessories 
made for the god as Utsavamurthi^^. The shaligrama  had to he worshiped at home and given to 
her when she got married and went to her husband’s house. Once married her father-in-law was a 
very religious man and performed abhishekam^^ to it every day. When he passed away, her 
husband who travelled a lot for his work could not do abhishekam  everyday. It is said that when 
one cannot do abhishekam  to a shaligram a  everyday it should not be kept at home. So she asked 
her uncle to consult the swamiji who said that it was hers and had come to her, so since women 
cannot do abhishekam, she should just perform puja  as usual by offering it flowers and fruits. 
She shall do thisas long as she was able, and if there is a male offspring in the house who could 
continue doing the abhishekam, it should be given to him; if not it should be given to the Matha.
This is a story behind one of the articles in her puja  room. Mrs. Seshadri had such anecdotes 
about few of the other objects as well including the silver Ganesha that was more than too  years 
old, having beengiven to her grandfather by the Shankara Matha® ,^ as he was the contractor for 
the building of the Matha. This Ganesha is extremely important for the whole family. Before any 
auspicious occasion or significant event (marriage, exams, travel, project beginnings) in the 
family, those concerned make it a point to come to this puja  room and offer prayers to this 
Ganesha. The exquisitely carved Uma Maheshwar figure in a silver was also equally old and given 
to them from the Matha. Her cousin’s son wanted to get an exact copy made, but it never turned 
out the same. The framed picture of the chakra (cosmic diagram) was given to her by an 
astrologer who has now passed away, but his predictions were very correct and had helped her 
immensely in the past. There is also a rare print of Ganesha, which is unusual with two deities 
seated on his lap. Though Ganesha is usually represented as a celibate, in some images he has two 
wives Riddi and Siddi. They are ‘personifications of his own qualities of prosperity and success.
G4 Utsavam urtis are movable images or festival images of the presiding (and subsidiary) deities used in festival 
processions and other rituals performed away from the immovable image (mula murti) of the temple (Fuller 1992: 58) 
Ritual bathing with the pouring or rubbing over the images a series of mostly liquid substances (ghee, milk, curds, 
green-coconut water, water)
G6 Mrs. Seshadri belongs to the Madhva sub-caste but here shows affiliation to the Smarta Shankara Matha from the 
time of her grandfather. The Shankara Matha is a five minute walk away from Mrs. Seshadri’s house, and she speaks of 
a cordial relation between the male members (grandfather and father) of her family and the male swamijis’ of the 
Matha.
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rather than goddesses with any individual character’ (Ruth et al 2000: 82). But Mrs. Seshadri is 
not too sure who they are. She thinks it might be the two forms of Ganesha’s mother, Gauri and 
Parvati.
All these objects in the puja  room have a biography, firstly as material objects (being passed on, 
received collected in time) and as what they represent (deities - their lives and roles in the 
mythological realm). In the case of the print, it has validity as a rare image, and considered sacred 
as it is of the deity Ganesha, but the respondent is unsure of its mythological significance. In her 
view the characters beside Ganesha represent his mothers. This view is different to the scriptural 
view hence allowing a personal interpretation of the biography of the deity. This does not stop it 
from occupying a place in the puja  room, as along with its identity as concerning a deity, it has 
other attributes that allow it to be kept in that place. This and other objects also represent 
patterns of movement between households that have kinship relations and with the religious 
establishments that the family has affinity to. It has a history, unlike other prints of Ganesha; say 
in calendars and as art objects that are displayed in other parts of the house. Each object in the 
puja  room has a context, a story attached to it that is historical, personal and mythological 
depending on what is being addressed. A combination of these contexts has earned it a place in 
the marked sacred place of the household.
Mrs. Seshadri’s childhood episode demonstrates the sacredness associated with these objects: in 
this case the construction of sacredness around a single formless stone, actively by both the 
members of the household, and the religious establishments. This is extended to the spaces that it 
can inhabit; the child’s mouth is less blasphemous than an adult’s mouth, it had to be placed in 
the puja  room or be given to the Matha and should be placed nowhere else. The nature of the 
person who comes in contact with it is also affected, as it should be touched only by the hands of a 
ritually pure person and preferably male. All these characteristics are actively constructed on an 
everyday basis with routine habits, as are performed by the Brahmin cook in this house and 
reinforced through discussions about it either amongst the members of the family or with those 
of the religious establishment. This is evident in the episode where on several occasions the issues 
regarding the maintenance of the stone was discussed in the family and the sw am iji was 
consulted about the matter. Even within the conversation with Mrs. Seshadri, the significance of 
this stone was slowly built for me, such that in the end I felt I was not in any way suitable to hold 
the stone in my hand, let alone even conceive of putting it in my mouth by mistake. The episode 
of the stone points to the importance of personal stories and situated histories in bringing about 
the construction of sacredness of the object in the puja  room.
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The community
The pizja room is usually filled with objects. The least number of objects that I counted among the 
puja  rooms that I could see was in the Jain household with around 20 small articles. 23-year-old 
Deepika described some of these articles. Here is an excerpt from our conversation where she was 
pointing to the different objects.
Deepika,
This is Bhairavji, this is Dharani Mata. This is a stone and you are supposed to cover it with 
sindhur (vermilion), what you do for Hanumanji, the sam e thing. The orange powder 
(turmeric) should be mixed with oil, here it is sesam e oil, no other oil but that and apply it 
here. Then you have the silver foil, the actual silver foil that you put on sw eets and all, it’s  
called baraf that you are supposed to apply. So there are one, two, three and four of them, 
they are stones. Bhairavji is one but there are different idols of it, all of them stones.
Interviewer,
So it is like the linga, so is Bhairavji related to Shiva?
Deepika,
It is not related to Shiva no.
The response demonstrates the direct relationship between the objects and ritual practice. It is 
seen that each object comes with a particular instruction. The four stones represent Bhairav, a 
deity, as Lutgendorf (2001: 325) notes, who is aniconic and ambivalent (like a form of Hanuman), 
represented as rough stones at village boundaries, viewed as a protector against malevolent 
spirits in parts of rural Rajasthan. Deepika’sview is similar to this where she views Bhairavji as a 
deity specific to certain parts of Rajasthan to which their family owes allegiance. Bhairav is also 
regarded as a form of Shiva, the manifestation of Shiva’s terrible aspect, the engendering of his 
anger as a man according to a story that extols the Kapalvimochan shrine in Banaras (Schilder et 
al 2000: 40-44). Bhairav appears in various other forms in different parts of the country (as Kal 
Bhairav, Bhairava in the south, etc.), which have anthropomorphic representations. In the Jain 
temple close to Deepika’s house apart from the principal images of the Thirthankars^'^ that are 
placed in the inner sanctum, the side walls of the main hall have (anthropomorphic) images of 
other deities. These are the female deities Padmavati Devi and Ambika Devi, while the male are 
Nakoda Bhairavji, Kala Bheruji, Gora Bheruji and Gantakarna Mahavirji. But the stones in 
Deepika’s pu/n room represent Bhairav’s aniconic form of her ancestral place in Rajasthan, 
specific to the community that she traces her lineage to. Regarding the relation to Shiva that I 
raised, Deepika said that she could ask her preacher at the Jain temple and confirm her view.
7^ In the image worshiping (murtipujak) Évetâmhar Jain tradition, the arhats are the principal beings represented by 
images and worshiped in Jain temples. They are human beings who found the path to liberation from the world’s 
bondage, also known as tirthankars or jin as  (Babb 1994:17)
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On the wall of the puja  room there is a black and white print of the goddess Padmavati. In the 
picture there is a plant by her side; we don’t know what it is. She is sitting on a lotus. On top of 
the deity’s head is the hood of a snake. She is holding a rope in one hand, a bead rosary in 
another. About this goddess Padmavati, Deepika had many anecdotes, one being the time when 
somebody she knew went to the temple of this deity wearing black and was not allowed to enter 
the premises. The other anecdotes need to be quoted here in full. Deepika says.
There is one lady you know, (this) god came into her and literally gem s came out of her 
hands, you know ruby, emeralds. This was about two months back; my sister-in-law had 
been there.
This is one god, which is very very powerful (...)
You know Davengere, three hours from there, there is a place Chitradurga. Near 
Chitradurga there is Uncha Padmavati (higher Padmavati). It’s in the hills...we visited 
there. We, that’s my sister (and me), went with a newly-wed couple. And while coming 
back from there, it was around 8.30 or so, and her (the bride’s) sari was full of kumkum 
(vermilion). I don’t know from where it came, we were travelling and it was full of kumkum.
And we were really scared kind of.
These anecdotes that involve Deepika and others in various different places and instances bring 
special significance to this particular picture of Padmavati in the puja  room. They are about the 
deity hut also more personal stories and specific to the community of Jains as exclusively they 
worship this deity. Deepika is referring here to the Humcha Padmavati Temple located about 340  
km from Bangalore in Shimoga District that was built between the 9* and century. In the 
sthalapurana of the temple, deity Padmavati instructs King Jindutt to place an idol of her’s in 
that place and that her presence can always be felt through four ‘miracles’ in the form of a tree 
that never dries (Lakki tree), the lake that will always have water (Moti lake), the river that will 
never dry up (Kumudvati river) and flowers from the right side (of her image) will fall when a 
devotee seeks her blessing. Miracles being the premise of this place, it can be seen how  
subsequent miracles validating her power and presence circulate amongst the pilgrims and 
members of the community as shown in Deepika’s responses.
Deepika has described aspects of this deity, that she looks a certain way, she has likes and 
dislikes, and acts and makes things happen. Similarly Bhairavji has special characteristics and 
origin for Deepika, which she says the preacher in the Jain temple can elaborate on if needed. The 
above stories are personal having been told as having a direct relation to Deepika’s experience but 
are also common to others she knows within her community of Jains. They have a local 
significance (in community specific shrines and places) and are incidents that could be 
categorized as miracle stories.
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Place specific iegend (sthalapurana)
Kalpana is a housewife living with her husband and daughter. She has a rigorous ritual activity on 
all days of the week, with specific things to perform on each day. She showed me her puja  room 
and said she does puja  every morning after her bath, goes for a walk and then has her breakfast. 
She pointed to that morning’s ritual, which involved placing garike  (strands of fresh grass with 
three leaves) on deity Ganesha whose small image could not be seen under all the garike. Then 
she turned on a small audio player kept inside the puja  room. She recently bought this cassette 
that has recorded chanting for all the gods. She pointed to the other objects in the puja  room and 
explained.
The small idols I have kept in the front. The large ones are at the back. That is the Kubera 
puja, this is Chakreshwari. In the Rajarajeshwari Temple, they perform 48 days archane^^ 
to this before giving it to us. On am avasya  and pournami, I do kumkum archane for it along 
with reciting lalitha sahasranama. The priest in the temple advises me on these things, that 
it will do me good if I do them (...)
This is Kubera puja, we keep 9 coins and only worship with red flowers. There is a mantra, 
which we have to recite 9 times and offer wheat flour balls. This is only done on Fridays.
We do this so that Laxmi improves (...)
Friday there is a lot to do. It is like a festival for me. Friday is auspicious for many things as 
it is Laxmi’s day. Somehow I have always liked Fridays. That day I have an oil bath, I wash 
the puja room and all the articles from top to bottom. I draw the Padma pattern on the floor.
And evening I go to the Shankara Matha as there is the goddess Sharada there.
The responses show the innumerable ritual practices involving the various objects in the puja  
room. There are some rituals specific for a day and others simultaneously maintained over a 
longer period. Kalpana has here made herself a special day of rituals for Friday, a day well suited 
to worship deity Laxmi. The goddess Laxmi is in charge of wealth, so Kalpana is saying that by 
doing this particular Kubera puja, it would improve the blessings of Laxmi in their home. At 
another point in the interview Kalpana referred to Laxmi and Kubera. She said that she reads 
stories aloud after she performs rituals, for example the Sathya Narayana ritual. These stories 
were mainly about what can be expected from performing that ritual, anecdotes of characters that 
did or did not perform it and the outcomes. I asked her if she knew anything about the deity that 
is Sathya Narayana. For this she said that all these are forms or avatars of the same god who is 
Vishnu, and she does know how Srinivasa came into existence (Srinivasa, Narayana being 
different names/forms of Vishnu) and could tell me that story.
G8 Archane is a form of puja  performed by priests at temples who collect items of worship (fruits, flowers, item s dear to 
that deity, camphor, coconut) that devotees bring to the temple and offer it to the deity with a prescribed prayer. The 
priest inserts the name, gotra  and nakshatra  of the devotee (and her family members) in the opening lines of the 
prayer, and brings back part of the offerings as prasad  to the devotee.
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Once Laxmi and Narayana were together in their abode and a Rishi comes to their door. The 
couple do not realize that this revered person is waiting outside and do not acknowledge him. 
This makes the Rishi very angry. He has three eyes, one of which is on his feet. With rage he 
comes in and kicks Narayana on the chest. Narayana’s chest is the exclusive protective space of 
Laxmi. Laxmi gets very angry. For all the three worlds Narayana is the principal deity, so it is 
terrible for him to be kicked. But Narayana, benevolent as he is, doesn’t mind it too much. He just 
bends over and plucks the eye from the feet, after which the Rishi’s temper comes down. But 
Laxmi’s pride is hurt and she comes down to earth. Narayana comes down in search of her. He is 
born in his human form as Srinivasa. A devout lady called Padmini is performing tapas  (deep 
meditation) in a cave. Srinivasa sees her and falls in love with her. At this stage he has forgotten 
that he is Narayana and that he is searching for Laxmi on earth. So he marries Padmini. For the 
marriage he borrows a huge sum of money from Kubera. When Laxmi comes to know what has 
happened, she confronts Srinivasa, who then suddenly remembers everything. Unable to resolve 
the situation between the two women, he turns into stone right where he is standing. The temple 
at Tirupathi is built around this Srinivasa, and even today the temple is paying back the interest 
of the loan that Srinivasa has taken from Kubera (the money lender for all three worlds)
This story is the sthalapurana  (place specific legend) of the Srinivasa temple at Tirupathi, one of 
the richest temples in south India. Extended and detailed versions of this story are available to 
buy in books of all sizes at Tirupathi. Kalpana also recalled having watched an old film Srinivasa  
Kalyana  (The marriage of Srinivasa) that starred the most important Kannada actor. The story 
can easily be seen as a place specific tale that can enhance donations towards the temple, 
aspeople might be obliged to help the deity pay back his debts.
What is important here is the relation between the story and the Kubera ritual that Kalpana 
follows (with 9 coins in her puja  room). This ritual is directed to appease this cosmic 
moneylender such that it brings about increase in wealth (Laxmi) to the family. The suggestions 
in the narrative are many. Srinivasa’s marriage to someone else other than Laxmi has incurred 
him a debt, therefore moving away from Laxmi causes a loss, while being close to her and 
appeasing her brings profit. In what Kalpana said, offering worship to the moneylender Kubera 
will bring Laxmi (wealth) into the house, which suggests that Laxmi and Kubera are allies, and 
positioned similarly to Srinivasa in the story where he incurs Laxmi’s anger and Kubera’s debt.
The story can he analysed in various other ways, but I would like to mainly bring attention to the 
relations between the context of the story, the context of the ritual and the objects in the puja  
room. Kalpana is aware of who Kubera is and the story concerning him. This was clear only 
because of my questioning her about the deity Satya Narayana. She has anyway been practising
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the Kubera ritual as advised by the temple priest, and the reason for this performance is 
embedded in the context of the story. The objects (the 9 coins), Kalpana’s ritual performance, the 
priest’s advice and the temple at Tirupathi all hold reference to this Srinivasa story. It is a popular 
sthalapurana exclusive to a temple in a different town but has physical and material significance 
operating within the private sacred place in Kalpana’s puja  room in the locality of BSG. The next 
example shows a multi-sited pan-Indian epic operating in the private sacred place of the 
household.
Pan-Indian (national and International)
Respondent Jayanti has been in her husband’s home in BSG with her in-laws and two children 
from 1980. This property belonged to her husband’s great grandfather who purchased it in 1889. 
The puja  room in this house is again filled with articles that are more than 100 years old. Of 
course Jayanti and her family have also added objects in the recent years. Jayanti performs puja  
everyday in the morning. Daily ritual involves the reciting of shlokas and the lighting of the lamp, 
and on Thursdays she does a hundred pradakshinas (circumambulations) in front of the puja  
room. She prefers this to having to go to the temple to do it. Among these shlokas, the Hanuman  
Chalisa is something she recites every day. Jayanti is a great devotee of H a n u m a n ^ 9  (also called 
Anjaneya). She explained that this has been so from her childhood when she had heard stories of 
Hanuman from her great aunt who had mentioned that he is one deity who does not suffer the 
wrath of deity Shani (the task master). She spoke of her devotion to Hanuman,
This is now may be som e 30-35 years ago I have been an ardent devotee. And I feel 
personally I talk to him. And any obstacles I never ask for anything. Right from the 
beginning I do not ask for anything I just get satisfaction by praying. When I sleep also I 
think of him. So it is something within me. I do not know what but I cannot explain it. So 
right from childhood my father would take us everywhere. So like that for all Mathas he has 
taken us and all the temples of all religions he would. He was working in Philips. So 
whenever he would go on tour we were accompanying him. Like that he has taken us to so 
many places where I have seen  different forms of Anjaneya. I do not know how, but it came 
to my mind though we are more of us, it came to me and my brother. Not my other two 
sisters. So I do not know how it came right from childhood.
The Hanuman Chalisa is a special prayer for Hanuman and it covers the entire story of the 
Ram ayana  with the primary focus on Hanuman’s rigorous devotion to deity Ram. She recites 
this almost every day and in the puja  room there are around five different objects representing 
Hanuman. Among these one is a recent framed photograph^» that is hung on the wall. It has been
89 Hanuman is a prominent character in the epic story Ram ayana. He belongs to the ape/monkey tribe in the south of 
India who helped Rama build the bridge across the ocean to Sri Lanka where Rama’s wife Sita was kept captive, and to 
fight the Great War that won her freedom. Hanuman is an ardent devotee of Ram and the eternal celibate.
90 See photograph at www.geocites.com/Eureka/Enterprises/1503/Saikrish31.html and 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=FZ-x3GhbaFM
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cut out of a magazine. It is a slightly unclear image of a monkey sitting with a book on his lap and 
more books stacked up next to him. He is dressed as a seer, with the saffron cloth draped over his 
torso and a rudraksh^^ rosary around his neck. He is reading a manuscript and wears a tilak 
(vertical red mark) on his forehead. This as Jayanti said is believed to be the actual Hanuman 
who still lives in the Himalayas. Her husband sent her the image as printed in a magazine. It is 
believed to be a photograph taken in 1998, the photographer having gone blind after taking it. 
Jayanti had another anecdote about Hanuman much closer to home. The N.R.Colony Ram  
M andira  hosted a talk and release of a book on the Ram ayana  by scholar Govindachar. Before 
the actual release a monkey came up to the platform, grabbed a book and opened it and made the 
news as Hanuman having appeared and blessed the occasion.
This attribute of devotion can be seen in Jayanti’s response in connection to Hanuman, where she 
proclaims a deep devotion and loyalty to this deity from her childhood. In reciting the Hanuman  
Chalisa every day she is re-affirming this devotion and acknowledging the five different 
representations of Hanuman in the puja  room, one of which is a supposed photograph of 
Hanuman residing in the Himalayas. In effect she is reciting the entire story of Ram ayana  
through the Chalisa. Hanuman’s main credibility within the mythological realm is within the 
story of the Ram ayana, which is a pan-Indian epic narrative.
Practice in private sacred place
In Mrs. Seshadri’s response there was a different viewof the mythical significance of the object 
being referred to (the Ganesh print). This shows a hiatus in the sacredness attached to objects 
and their mythical significance, where sacredness may be attached even if their mythical 
significance is not (fully) understood. The objects are considered sacred having been placed in the 
puja  room regardless of their mythical identity and biography (that could vary between persons 
and also scriptural sources). This shows the inviolable and irreducible notion of the sacred as 
pointed by Durkheim, where ‘the symbols of the sacred object or idea may become more sacred 
than the object or idea themselves...’ (Pickering 1990: 93). In this case the mere association to the 
idea of a deity or just the name (regardless of a theology) has made the objects sacred. In a 
broader sense Durkheim claimed that the sacred is eternal, that in every society there is a 
constituent element, which can be labelled as sacred, though the content may change in time. The 
objects themselves have a history as having been inherited within kinship relations and having 
personal stories attached to them giving them a place in the puja  room. The puja  room is the 
ultimate sacred space in the household that legitimizes and constitutes sacred objects.
91 Rudraksha (Rudra’s tear) is the seed borne by the tree E. ganitrus.
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This section has shown that there are various types of stories attached to objects in the private 
sacred place. As in the first section there are the biographies of the deities the objects represent 
and the histories of the objects themselves. There are personal histories establishing relation of 
resident-object and resident-deity (that the object represents). The field of power is presented by 
the enclosed space of the puja  room itself with innumerable objects within it. In extension to the 
infinite ruses of everyday practice of residents accessing temples as shown in the previous 
section, this section brings attention to their various practices within the household focused on 
the puja  room. It is to be noted that one of the puja  rooms discussed here (community story) 
belonged to a Jain household. The locality of BSG has seen a steady increase of households 
belonging to Jain communities with a third Jain temple that opened in 2007. However it is seen 
that the basic presence of a puja  room, its contents and practice associated to it is similar to that 
of any Hindu household irrespective of the religious difference. The previous section addressed 
sthalapuranas that are ‘place specific legends’ which had local, communal or a wider scriptural 
source. This section looked at ‘object specific legends’ that have varying degrees of spatial 
significance from personal, family, community, and trans-local to pan-Indian.
Conclusion
Sacred geography of place refers to all the features of a particular place that can be recognized as 
sacred. These are the topographical features that are considered sacred and maintained as such 
by the people to be seen as events with particular deities, stories, histories, memories, objects and 
modes of practice. The sacred geography of BSG would include all the temples, religious 
institutions and puja  rooms of all the households, all the articles, objects and other shrines and 
sites that embody sacredness for the residents of this locality. It was seen that there is another 
dimension here: that of the fields of power/influence of these sites structurally centred within the 
image of the deity in public places and a collective containment in the case of puja  rooms. The 
sacred geography of place is fairly fixed with occasional adding, removal and relocation of sites.
Through de Certeau’s spatiality of practice, this chapter has shown that there are also the sacred 
geographies of individuals established in relations between sacred places and the styles of use of 
residents. It includes the sum total of all the sacred sites and places that residents of BSG access, 
create and maintain on an everyday basis in the trajectory of their individual lives. So the sacred 
geography of one respondent would be very different from another and even the sacred 
geography of the place. Also movement and migration to places outside of this locality bring 
sacred sites in and outside the country into the scope of their select sacred geographies. The 
sacred geography of individual is more fluid through creation, innovation, incorporation, 
inclusion and exclusion. It was seen that at one level there is tactical negotiation in particular
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styles of use with regard to power fields of deities, hierarchy and differentiated power allocated to 
different sites/objects, their biographies, histories and intent. The parallel to tactical ways of 
operating in BSG helped to look at authors’ claims to practices in a socio-cultural dimension of 
the sacred: their movement and action, appropriation and re-appropriation of prescribed 
traditions. At another level a more pronounced tactics of resistance and transgression was seen in 
the case of the Madhva Mathas and the m adi system. Thus an aspect of the sacred geography of 
the individual can be described as ruses of negotiation in various gradations of moderation and 
extremity within the different kinds of fields of influence/power of the sacred geography of place.
To elaborate on the nature of individual sacred geographies, it was seen that apart from given 
characteristics of public sacred places prescribing exclusive practices and bringing about a system  
of inclusion, exclusion and hierarchy, there are also subjective categories of choice that affect the 
use of these places. The personal relation between these places and residents are of two kinds. 
There is one that is prescribed through sub-caste categories, family lineage and special 
instructions by religious personnel that pre-determines loyalties. The other is as seen described 
by respondents through subjective categories of feeling that bring about the negotiation of 
loyalties and mechanisms of choice amongst the many sacred sites in the locality. This brings 
about a personal system of inclusion, exclusion and hierarchy. It was seen that even between sites 
dedicated to the same deity, a strict hierarchy exists.
This presents a view of the locality of BSG with a set of physically demarcated sacred places that 
have exclusive situated and prescribed significance, and residents with religious and kinship 
identities along with structures of unique personal choice accessing these places. A parallel 
approach is evident in the way residents speak of these sites, where local, national and 
international sites are at once brought together in the commonality of the deities and modes of 
access (with reluctance to chose one over the other as they all represent the same God), while at 
other times an elaborate system of choice and practice separates them.
In interviews with Madhva Brahmins, most of them expressed primary affiliationsto a Madhva 
Matha at the beginning along with their caste identity. This was not the case with Smarta 
Brahmin respondents. With an exception of one respondent (Mrs. Seshadri) who being a Madhva 
also showed a family allegiance to the Shankara Matha near their residence, most Madhvas 
suggested attendance mainly to Madhva Mathas, whereas, the Smartas were seen to access both 
the Madhva Raayara Matha and the Smarta Shankara Matha, along with the worship of Shiva, 
which is not the case with the Madhvas. A commonality was found across the religious and caste 
groups in the way they use the puja  room, including the murtipujak  Jains, hence suggesting 
similarities in practice related to sacred geographies that involve image worship. However the
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Jain respondent was seen to be community-specific in her selective sacred geography, not 
necessarily visiting sacred places of other groups.
The chapter has shown that there are innumerable stories attached to sacred places in the sacred 
geographies of place and individual and all of them in various degrees sanctify the various sites, 
images, objects, articles and activities. Some of these stories belong to recognised religious texts 
and others are local, regional, sectarian or personal stories. It was seen that all these stories 
foster construction of sacredness of sites, places, images and objects in everyday practices of the 
residents of BSG. The various types of stories that emerged in this chapter are as follows:
Temples
1. Sthalapurana
a. Stories with a classical source (e.g.: Govardhan story)
b. Situated stories
bi. Local site-specific (e.g.: the Bull story - specific to the image and the community of 
farmers)
b2. Site-specific -  semi-scriptural [e.g.: Srinivasa story - involving derivatives of 
scriptural mythical characters and episodic settings (Vishnu, Laxmi, and Kubera) 
tailored to the shrine at Tirupathi]
2. Histories of temples (when, why and by whom was it built)
3. Images (sculpture, painting, print, photograph) as visual theologies and visual scriptures 
Religious Institutions
1. Hagiography (at once biographical, historical and mythical)
2. History of the establishment/movement/school of thought
3. Local histoiy of that particular site - historical sthalapurana  (e.g.: mother’s rock)
Puja room
1. Images as visual theologies and visual scriptures (deities), biographies (saints)
2. Histories of objects (between family lineage, kinship, institutional and personal)
3. Personal anecdotes (individual and shared)
4. Miracle stories (community based)
5. Ritual story (Kalpana’s Srinivasa-Kubera story/also sthalapurana)
Since all these were seen to constitute and construct sacredness in particular contexts of use by 
residents, they can all be considered as myths. Apart from the sthalapurana, which is an 
indigenous category, the other narratives are a combination of aspects of classical mythical 
stories/ characters, local/regional/community specific elements, personal and historical elements. 
Further, in everyday practice they do not feature as stories explicitly but particular stories are 
hinted at. They can be seen as not always being whole stories, but elements and aspects, phrases.
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episodes and segments of mythology. They present themselves as indicators of a mythical realm; 
a particular image, object, place, time or practice could be seen as a mythical “reference”. Such 
referenceswoven intricately with practice present the life of myths in sacred geographies of place 
and individual. The following chapter however shows that the notion of the sacred in individual 
sacred geographies is a shifting one, problematizing a fixeddemarcation between the sacred and 
the ordinary, hence indicating a possible shift in considering the category of ‘myth’.
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chapter 5 Sacred spaces: corporeality and movement
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Introduction
The previous chapter considered de Certeau’s notion of space as ‘practiced place’. In this chapter 
attention is brought to such a practice in relation to individual actors, movement and spatial 
fields. For this Casey’s notion of place  and space can be considered as a broad background where 
attention is firstly brought to the relation between individual corporeal bodies and movement. As 
discussed in chapter one, in Casey’s (1996) conception of place, perception as synesthetic is ‘an 
affair of the whole body sensing and moving’ (ibid: 18). The perceiving body is not merely a 
physical object but it is a lived body that has what is called (Casey borrows from Merleau-Ponty) - 
“corporeal intentionality”. Through this the lived body integrates itself with its concrete place by 
“intentional threads” that bind body and place in a common complex of relations. One of the 
aspects of this interactive lived body being-in-place is the ‘crucial interaction between body, place 
and motion’ (ibid: 23). For the case o f ‘moving within a place’92 Casey gives an example of himself 
being in the room typing in one position but when he gets up to pace, he moves within a 
circumscribed “space” defined by the walls of the room (ibid).
The second notion belongs to Munn (2003) who takes ‘moving bodies’ further where bodies are 
not just moving in a space within place, but actively inscribe spaces as corporeal sensual bodies. 
In discussing the notion of excluded spaces in Australian Aboriginal landscape Munn addresses 
spatial prohibition through anthropological notions of taboo and sacred places. She suggests that 
in Henri Lefebvre’s notion of the basic duality in social space of a “field of action” and a “basis of 
action”, the former can also be viewed as the “mobile spatial field” of the actor in contrast to a 
determinate region or locale that signifies the latter (2003: 94). Viewing it as a spatial field 
extending from the actor, it can be understood as a ‘culturally defined, corporeal-sensual field of 
significant distances stretching out from the body in a particular stance or action at a given locale 
or as it moves through locales’ (ibid). This field along a hypothetical trajectory centered in the 
situated body is extended ‘beyond its center in vision, vocal reach, and hearing (and further 
where relevant)...the body is understood as a spatial field (and the spatial field as a bodily field)’ 
(ibid). Hence she looks at the interaction of mobile spatial fields of actors and the spatial 
dimension of the aboriginal sacred sites. Munn (2003) considers space-time as a symbolic nexus 
of relations produced out of interactions between bodily actors and terrestrial spaces. Ricoeur’s 
(1995) insistence on the phenomenology of the sacred owes to its primary ability of describing the 
sacred as a manner of inhabiting space and time (p-50). This helps to understand “sacred space
92 In discussing the lived body in place, Casey points to the crucial interaction between body, place and motion. He 
distinguishes three kinds of bodily motion pertinent to place, first there is staying in place where the body nevertheless 
changes position with modest movements from a twitch to the stretch of a limb. The unmoving body also moves if it is 
transported by another moving body (locomotives, horses etc). Secondly there is moving within a p lace  where the 
whole body intentionally moves in a circumscribed “space” within a prescribed place. Thirdly there is m oving between  
places where the body moves between a number of places as in voyage, pilgrimage or migration.
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and time” in individual sacred geographies of residents of BSG with the ability of lived bodies to 
inscribe spaces through movement and action.
The previous chapter established the unique nature of individual sacred geographies of the 
residents of the locality of BSG. These individual sacred geographies were perceived through de 
Certeau’s notion of space seen as a short hand for the way in which the physical environment is 
transformed and made dynamic by practice. This chapter looks closely at individual sacred 
geographies with an emphasis on movement and action of residents within practices seen to be 
concerned with the sacred. The analysis begins with the nature of practices within the domestic 
space with a separation that some of the respondents themselves recognize and have addressed, 
that of the ‘religious’ and ‘spiritual’. This dichotomy echoes what are perceived as two parallel 
modes of the practiceof ‘Hinduism’ that co-exist and bear significance in their specific claims on 
sacred place and space within the locality. The special case of such a dichotomy and view of 
‘Hinduism’ will be discussed below. The chapter examines these claims exclusivelymadewithin 
the ritually demarcated and private spaces in the household to the more general claims and 
manoeuvres that characterize public spaces. In this the corporeal-sensual field of the lived body 
of the actor remains a connecting thread in delineating the intricacies of the individual experience 
of the sacred in their select sacred geographies along with the changes that these patterns imply 
upon the places they inhabit and move through. The role of place-specific legends, mythological 
biographies and histories in the practices of residents are addressed here with a special accent on 
the type of influence the place bears upon the acting subject.
The religious and the spiritual
The first example is of forty nine year old Girija, a housewife who is interested in reading 
religious texts in the afternoons when she can manage some free time before her children return 
from school. When I asked her why she reads these texts, she expressed her concern about the 
decrease of morals in the people around her. She was educated in a convent and had moral 
science as a subject that ‘taught good values and moral and civil ways of living’ (Girija). She 
believes that the only way children of today can learn good values is by having Swamijis tutor 
them in school and that ‘we need a guru in every corner’ (Girija). She attends the Vedanta 
speeches at the Ramakrishna Mission whenever she can find time. Otherwise she is enrolled in 
the Ashavidya Gurukulam (school) run by the Chinmaya M is s io n ^ s  and keeps some time for 
reading everyday for her lessons. When I asked her to show me the books she is currently 
reading, she brought out two books. One of them was a commentary in English on
93 The Chinmaya Mission Trust is a global organization with 300  centers world-wide and as their website states, its 
mission is to provide to individuals from any background, the wisdom of Vedanta, and the practical means for spiritual 
growth and happiness, enabling them to become positive contributors to society.
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Shankaracharya’s VivekachudamanP^ (discussion on the Vedanta philosophy) that is being 
taught to her at school. About this book she said,
Vivekachudamani is written by Shankaracharya. It has five hundred shlokas. In this book 
Swamy Dayananda Saraswathi has chosen hundred and one and given commentary. 
Hinduism is like this only. Nobody has created it. If ten more swam is come they can only 
write commentaries, taking the shlokas from the Upanlshads and other texts. Hinduism 
cannot be changed, nor can it be re-established.
The other was a copy of the abridged Valmiki Ram ayana  published by ISKCON^s. This she is 
reading out of her own interest and feels it is a good version as the original one is too long. I 
turned to a random page in the book that had an illustration and asked her what that was. She 
said that it was the episode in the book where the character Sita, wife of Rama is made to enter 
fire to prove her chastity. When asked what the difference was between the two books, she said, 
Vedanta is not stories. It is about ourselves. It tells us what we are. Ramayana is Rama’s 
story, but Vedanta if you take up any Upanlshad it will be about us only, Atmaswaroopa 
(Absolute), deha (body), manasu  (mind), buddhi (intellect) are all different...reading 
Ramayana we can learn morals. But by reading Vedanta we know about God itself. Like 
Rama is Rama, and Durga is a deity as well, but all deities have the same shaktl (power), it 
is about this we come to know.
Girija makes a clear distinction between the two books she is reading, and that R am ayana  is 
mainly the story of the deity Rama where as the other book speaks of oneself and the supreme 
source that is held to encompass the life of Rama and many other such deities. For her the main 
purpose of the story of Rama is to inform one of moral values. She has seen the televised version 
of this epic when it was telecast in 1990 and is aware that there are newer versions now being 
shown on television, but she is not interested in watching them. When I asked her if it was 
because she was studying Vedanta, she forcefully said no. She voiced her concern over the issue 
of a popular misconception that studying the Vedanta makes one less interested in ‘everyday life’. 
She said that people are scared of taking up this study because of this reason, that the 
philosophical learning will make them disinterested in eveiyday life. It is actually contrary to this 
assumption where she feels she has been able to perform her duties much better after starting 
these lessons. Here the activity of watching television and the televised mythological epic was 
considered part of ‘everyday life’. Girija has shown that there is a distinction between these two 
realms, starting from the two books, where the epic narrative occupies a different space (that of 
the everyday, and concerned with morals) in connection to the philosophical discourses, but she 
simultaneously indulges in both these realms. The books themselves are different, where the epic 
is in prose and has illustrations, and the other text is comprised of verses and commentaries. She 
also places them in relational hierarchy where the Vedanta text speaks of the higher ‘power’ that
94 The attribution of this text to Shankara is a matter of scholarly discussion.
95 International Society for Krishna Consciousness
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encompasses deities like Rama and others. The two are also different since the former addresses 
the corporeal reality of the sensing body - the introspection of one’s lived body and the notions of 
the numinous, while the epic is a character-based story.
Twenty eight year old Arvind, who works for a multinational company has recently got married 
and moved into a new apartment. Here their shrine is a small shelf and he does not perform any 
rituals on a regular basis. He does do a short nam askara  and prayer before he leaves to work 
everyday, unlike what was practice at his parent’s house. His father still follows an everyday half 
hour worship routine and his two brothers he says follow more of his father’s patterns than him. 
He does participate in major rituals on festival days in his parent’s house. Of one of his brothers 
he said.
Second brother is very religious. I wouldn’t call it spiritual, I would call it religious. Going to 
temples and performing all the rituals, and to people who tell fortunes, you know 
astrologers and all; he goes and talks to them. So he has very high belief in all that.
When asked about his activities with friends and colleagues, he said,
I have very few religious friends. I have one person who is more spiritual than religious...he 
is a good follower of Ramana Maharishi. He is more into that. Once in a month we go over 
the weekend, just go there and meditate, relax and come back.
A clear distinction between two types of activities has been established here. Both these activities 
engage with the sacred and Arvind is putting across that he tends more towards the ‘spiritual’ 
side of this spectrum unlike his brothers who tend toward the ‘religious’. Inherent in this 
distinction is the stress on ritual practice. Arvind has moved away from his parent’s house, which 
had a walk-in puja  room and a much elaborate prescribed ritual every day, while he maintains a 
small shrine in a shelf and does a quick salutation every morning. The ‘religious’ praying, 
performing rituals and going to temples is set against the ‘spiritual’ meditating, relaxing and 
visiting a particular religious institution.
Sixty-year-old Natarajan is a retired civil engineer. His daughter is now a Sanyasini (a 
renouncer/monk). He tells of his daughter that she used to visit her brother at the Ramakrishna 
Ashram in Mysore quite frequently and was active in some of their events. She had a PhD in 
neurochemistry. Once when a group leader from the Ashram did not turn up to accompany them  
on a charity trip to Calcutta, she was asked to lead the group. On returning, she had ‘completely 
changed and decided to become a sanyasin  (Natarajan). Natarajan says that people prostrate to 
him and his wife for parenting such a daughter, but he points out.
We are down to earth approach people. Both my wife and me, we are not serious about 
going to Ramakrishna Ashram, where spiritual this one is there, sit there, no sorry we are 
not that. But we have our own way of observing all these things.
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Natarajan performs the daily rituals at home and goes to temples occasionally. The activity of his 
daughter and association with the Ramakrishna Ashram is considered here as ‘spiritual’, surely 
different from the ‘down to earth’ activities practiced in ‘our own way’. The distinction here takes 
on the dimension of a lifestyle change, the daughter ‘changed’ and adopted a way of life very 
different from theirs. This change is viewed as being superior as evident from the reaction of the 
people. The spiritual practice of the daughter has caused a higher value to be attached to them as 
parents and their down-to-earth religious practices.
The above examples show particular patterns. Girija’s example showed the differentiation 
between two modes of practice, one concerned with everyday morals and stories (myths) and the 
other a particular knowledge of a high-level prayer. Similarly in Natarajan’s example the higher 
‘spiritual’ practice of the daughter was set against his ‘down-to-earth’ approach, and in Arvind’s 
case two clear practices where referred to as the ritualistic ‘religious’ and meditative ‘spiritual’. 
Another pattern is seen with regard to the religious establishments and the personalities these 
respondents mention. Personalities mentioned are Dayananda Saraswathi, Shankaracharya, and 
Ramana Maharishi and the establishments Chinmaya Mission and the Ramakrishna Ashram. All 
these people and institutions are associated with (as Girija mentions) traditions of the Vedanta 
philosophy that emerged (as discussed in the previous chapter) from a particular historical 
approach referred to as neo-Vedanta with a re-reading of Advaitha Vedanta by many figures in 
nineteenth century colonial India. Further the criteria of differentiation that emerges and those 
that the respondents’ use can be seen as part of the neo-Vedantin approach^^. Hence derived from 
a neo-Vedantic view, the varied practices connected to the sacred can be thought of as tending 
towards two poles, that of the ‘religious’ and the ‘spiritual’. However as Ricoeur says of 
dichotomous modes, the opposition should not be hardened to something significant (1995: 49). 
The opposition is established only to address the significant exchanges that take place between 
the two poles (ibid).
The responses show the awareness of the actors in the simultaneity of these practices. The first 
response sets a difference in the ‘ways of thinking’ between these two modes, the second 
delineates the practices and the third refers to two parallel exclusive lifestyles. Apart from the 
spiritual seen as ‘higher’, in Arvind’s case it is also seen as a ‘progressive’ move from the long­
standing practices of his family. Here the role of the puja  room in his father’s house, their
96 King (1999) notes that certain Hindu intellectuals from late nineteenth century identified the philosophical traditions 
of the Vedanta as typifying the ancient, noble and ascetic ‘spirituality’ of the Hindu people. This being in accordance to 
and as a response to orientalist views of ‘religion’ and ‘Hinduism’ was pitched as constituting a univocal religion from 
India in a World Religions model. Vedanta was not a religion but religion itself, pitched as a perennial universal truly 
world religion that appreciates, and includes the essential views of all religions. The heterogeneous Hindu beliefs and 
practices were seen as emerging from this core philosophy or denigrated as distortions. The primary criteria of a neo- 
Vedantic approach (which the respondents are seen to use here to a certain extent), is the epitomizing of (Advaita) 
Vedanta as the inclusivist, universal and ‘spiritual’ core of all Indian religious traditions.
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frequent visit to temples and astrologers is set against a highly reduced shrine in his own house 
and visiting ‘spiritual’ institutions with friends. Hence the ‘religious’ could be seen as more tied to 
ritual and hence perhaps to a specific place, say thepipa room or the temple. This includes all the 
attributes of the puja  room discussed in the previous chapter, and suggests that the activities 
performed in this place could be considered religious. Then what activities in the household can 
be described as ‘spiritual’ and what spaces do they claim? This shows shifting notions of the 
sacred space connected to activities that could be placed differently along the spectrum from the 
‘religious’ to ‘spiritual’.
Sacred spaces
One of the key features of ritual performance is the chanting of the appropriate m antras/shlokas 
for that ritual or deity. Jayanti who works as a teacher in a local school has an everyday worship 
routine that involves the puja  room in the morning and the evening when she returns from work. 
She is also responsible for preparing food for the members of the house and packed lunch for her 
children. When asked about her ritual practice, she began by saying
My daily ritual usually starts quite early. I would take bath and keep the cooker because of 
the time constraint. We often sleep late in the night, and children get up early for studying 
and I have to wake them up and all that...
She wakes up around 6 a.m., takes a bath and goes into the kitchen to start cooking. While the 
rice cooks, she has her coffee and wakes up her children. Then she goes into the puja  room, lights 
the lamps and does puja  to deity Ganesha with flowers (some from the garden and some that 
have been delivered by the flower vendor), turmeric and vermilion, and the sacred rice (rice 
grains coated with turmeric or vermilion). A similar puja  is performed to the holy basil plant in 
the front yard. All through these activities Jayanti is reciting shlokas, as she says,
Shloka starts as soon as I have my bath. I will keep on saying, I do not say I am a good 
singer or anything but I enjoy telling shlokas. With the god only I put on the lamp.
Jayanti knows shlokas for many deities and her personal favourite is Hanuman. She recites the 
Hanuman Chalisa every day along with the shlokas connected to,Ganesha and certain goddesses. 
In her response she describes her daily ritual where it is only her puja  for the deities in the puja  
room that involves the lighting of the lamp. The rest of her ritual is the reciting of the shlokas that 
goes on along with her activity of cooking or having a bath. All these activities are described as 
ritual activity. Another respondent Savitha, a housewife, lives with her husband, son and her very 
orthodox in-laws. Her in-laws ‘take over the puja  room, it is primarily their responsibility’ 
(Savitha). She does not enter the puja  room due to restrictions regarding ritual purity followed by 
them. She speaks of her practices here,
I close my eyes for two to three minutes and pray to god...no no we don’t enter the puja 
room...outside only (...)
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Each person has their own particular place for praying. Usually it is my room or usually look 
at the sun or the trees. That’s all (...)
I recite sarwamangala mangalya. They say it is very powerful mantra. Whenever I am free, 
or when I am afraid and tense, I recite that. I tell it in my mind. It is about the goddess. Like 
saying you are the one who protects this world and so on. It is a prayer.
In the former example Jayanti’s reciting of shlokas about deities is connected to her lighting of 
the lamp for those deities in the puja  room. In the latter, Savitha calls her reciting a ‘prayer’ that 
is addressed to a particular deity and is not restricted to a certain place, article or ritual. Whereas 
Jayanti’s recitation is ritualistic Savitha’s is not. Munn (2003) points to the vocal reach being an 
aspect of her notion of the “moving spatial fields” of actors. Ricoeur (1995) points to the act of 
reciting in ritual that makes sense ‘as the actualization of cosmogony’, hence facilitating 
participation in the ‘efficacy of the sacred’ (p: 51). The actors Jayanti and Savitha, through their 
practices of reciting have rendered sacred certain spaces within the household that are not tied to 
the unique sacred place of the puja  room. Jayanti’s reciting has brought other activities such as 
cooking within the realm of the sacred in the household.
Most of these shlokas and mantras for deities in household worship are usually descriptions of 
the deity, a list of names they are known by (sahasranamas - thousand names), praises or 
sometimes narration of episodes (as in the case of Jayanti’s Hanuman Chalisa). There are 
innumerable other types of chants and mantras used by priests, special worship, yogic practices 
etc. The nature of these various religious utterances will be discussed in the next chapter. Here 
the mentioning of names and the descriptions hold reference to mythological stories and episodes 
concerning that particular character. In the above example both are chanting verses that refer to 
particular deities and their biographies. Jayanti’s chanting is directly connected to the puja room 
and articles in it while Savitha’s is not. If we identify the religious pole with ritual activity in a 
fixed space, and the spiritual pole as the opposite of this, as Arvind tends to do, then the loosely 
ritual bound reciting in Jayanti’s case would be termed religious and the prayer of Savitha could 
be viewed as tending towards the spiritual being extracted out of prescribed sacred place and 
object.
The inherent tensions between the two modes in the practices of a single actor can be seen in the 
following example. 55-year-old Veena lives with her 90-year-old mother in one of the primary 
properties of this locality. She is an editor for publications in English and works from home. She 
is extremely well read about Hinduism and has an impressive library in her house. She is deeply 
interested in Indian philosophy and spirituality. When asked about her practice at home she 
described her choices for practice that needs to be quoted here in full because of the patterns of 
negotiation that Veena employs to resolve the tensions in the two parallel modes. Attention
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should also he given to these modes being embedded within the notion of change and coping 
mechanisms.
They told me that first it was Ganesh. I mean, most children start off with Ganesh. So it 
was that. At som e point I found that it was not enough. You just feel that it is not enough.
And then I did not know what else to do. Nobody tells you what to do. Then I found another 
person who told me to do the lalitha sahasranamam. I started that. So this female deity, I 
was not really into that, but I met som e other people who also said the sam e thing, why 
don’t you do the lalitha sahasranamam, and I felt there must be something in this. I started 
35 years ago and I still do it. And the temple I go to, Arundeshwara Temple, there 
Tripurasundari is the deity, and they are all different forms, Lalitha, Meenakshi, Kamakshi.
The female deity is very powerful. I trust such things and am still doing it, but most of these 
people who advised me are no more and I now feel I need something more and I am just 
waiting. It is just I have not come across anybody else. I need som e more guidance. But in 
the mean time you know there are so many other things coming up now. Only when you 
have kids you can have these alternative system s. I have gone to the ‘Art of Living’. It is a 
wonderful thing, it is all interconnected. I do practice the Sudarshan Kriya. I think that is a 
wonderful thing. It is not religion; anybody can practice it, pranayama, breathing. It is really 
wonderful and good, because in traditional organized religion you don’t pay much attention 
to community service (...)
But prayer and all the ritual part has to be done. I hardly do it regularly nowadays, though I 
think psychologically it plays an important part. Like when my grandfather was alive and 
used to do the puja, we used to have so  many flowers in the garden. Now that garden is 
gone. We used to pluck flowers in the morning and help with cleaning the puja room. All 
that had a role because I think your mind gets attached to what you are doing. Whereas 
now if we go there and sit, it is not enough, or maybe somehow I haven’t got into that mode 
at all. Doing these things it does help because during the festivals we do all this, and feels 
nice, somewhat peaceful. But on a weekly basis somehow I am not able to do it. I just do 
som e meditation, yoga, suryanamaskar, that is it.
The availability of newer practices has been referred to as a recent development in this response. 
Veena mentions the ‘Art of Living’, which is one of the main spiritual movements that is 
associated with the city of Bangalore. The Art of Living Foundation started by Sri Sri Ravishankar 
in 1981 states its main objective as ‘to develop a stress-free society and a peaceful individual’ with 
the primary focus on the teaching of the special breathing practice - the Sudarshan Kriya. 
Veena’s son who lives in Singapore with his family has reached an advanced level within this 
organization as a practitioner and teacher. Veena has now learnt the technique and has combined 
it with few other practices that she performs every day. She tends to sit in the puja  room  
occasionally, but performs these practices in her study. Her study has a black and white print of 
the deity Tripurandeshwari on the wall, the deity that Veena has described as having a primary 
allegiance to. Her response reveals that Veena has slowly moved away from ritual practices to the
122
practices of the newer spiritual movements, which she says anybody can perform and is different 
from practices associated to a ‘religion’.
Her memory of the activities of the puja  room goes to her childhood when her grandfather would 
perform puja, and they would collect flowers for this purpose from their garden. The ritual in the 
puja  room comes with a whole other set of activities outside it. These practices are now limited to 
festival times. Ricoeur’s (1995) notes that in sacred time there are strong and weak times, and the 
festival time represents the strong time that interrupts profane time (ibid). He draws a 
correlation between the sacrality of time and the rituals that make it sacred, saying that rites 
practically organize the alteration of strong and weak times (ibid: 51). In Veena’s response 
however prescribed festival time remains the only organizing principle for her ritual 
performance. Certain newer spiritual practices allow fluid and inclusivist organizing of sacred 
space and time allowing other places in the house to become as prominently associated with the 
sacred as the puja  room. The spiritual organizations prescribe practices independent of the puja  
room. Further responses show the shifting notions of the puja  room as a fixed sacred place in the 
home. Also to be noted in this response arethe innumerable deities and their mythical 
biographies indicated in Veena’s religious practices that are no longer referred to with regard to 
the spiritual practice of the Art of Living.
Mr. Raghu (aged sixty) is regimental with his ritual practice and wakes up at 5-30 a.m. every day 
to be able to perform puja  for at least an hour. He manages a private venture and travels to other 
cities in India frequently. He accommodates travel into his ritual behaviour.
Yes like I said before, if I have to go somewhere for work like Bombay or Delhi, I take the 
first flight in the morning and come back in the evening. Then I would have finished all the 
puja at home, so I go and come back. Suppose I have to stay there for 1 or 2 days I carry 
my puja kit. Not the entire thing, a nominal kit I carry. I do my pujas there, wherever I am.
For the house I might have bigger ones, but for there I take small ones.
Here there is a portable version of the puja  room, a portable shrine that facilitates ritual. Raghu 
carries with him a smaller version of the puja  room, specially the articles needed for ritual. He 
can create his ritual space wherever he travels. Respondent Laxmi also chose few objects that 
made up a portable space of worship. She took a part of her puja  room for her stay in Germany.
I took one mantapa (podium) and I had all the vigrahas (images) and I am a Sai Baba 
devotee and have you heard Santoshimatha, on Friday’s puja I will do for so many years.
So we had a small corner and we placed it there. Now we are back they are all in the main 
puja room.
Laxmi has now returned to their ancestral home in BSG after twenty five years in Germany and 
she showed me all the articles that she taken with her now again being placed back in the puja  
room of this house. Hence a moveable, portable shrine exists that is representative of the main
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puja  room. Many temples usually have a moveable form of the immovable central image. This 
movable form called the utsavam urti is taken on processions in the neighbourhood at specific 
times of the year. Special rituals are performed before the procession to install, or invite the 
deities to adorn these movable images. In the case of aboriginal rituals, Munn (2003) speaks of 
the journeys of men and women participating in a ceremony, where restrictions are issued to 
make sure the truck carrying these people reaches the ceremonial site before the others on a 
route, which cannot be trespassed by others during the truck’s journey. Munn notes that in terms 
of the exclusion and restrictions this brings about, the truck is so to speak ‘carrying the power 
center of authority between places’ making it a mobile manifestation of sacred place (p: 99). The 
portable shrine can thus be seen as a movable manifestation of the power field of the contained 
puja  room. The articles here have been taken from and returned to the puja  rooms, implying a 
transference and movement of power fields exclusive to that household, family and individual.
The shift between the two modes of practice is a continuous and complicated one. Here is an 
example that shows a different aspect to the spectrum in Mr. Raghu’s response:
What you call as dhyana you don’t require anything physical. Then it doesn’t mean that just 
because we go to the temple, that we are able to do dhyana. It is more a disturbance. 
Disturbance com es from all direction, while doing dhyana, 1 hour if we concentrate and 
maybe one minute of it we achieve.
Mr. Raghu as pointed to earlier, belongs to the Madhva Brahmin community, affiliated to the 
Madhva Matha that propagates the philosophy of Madhvacharya. In the Madhva philosophy a 
path to comprehending God is described as requiring the three stages: reading of scriptures, deep 
thinking/reflection and prolonged contemplation. This final stage is referred to as dhyana  that 
becomes part of the prescribed practices of the Madhva tradition (Sharma 1962: 407-09). 
Previous responses from Mr. Raghu have shown him to be a practising Madhva, following the 
daily rituals and actively involved in pravachana  and related activities of the Matha (shown 
below in chapter six). If we see Mr. Raghu’s mention of contemplation (dhyana) as part of his 
overall undifferentiated Madhva practice97, we might assume that Mr. Raghu’s practice of dhyana  
lies towards the religious pole along the ‘religious-spiritual’ spectrum. Yet this shows the 
problems with an analytic spectrum whose basis is a particular neo-Vedantic approach. The 
tensions between the two poles of the religious and the spiritual, proves to bea complicated one 
with many respondents occupying different positions on the spectrum depending as per their 
specific views, practice and the framework of their tradition. However, Mr. Raghu him self does 
not invoke a comparison to any ‘spiritual’ practice in the neo-Vedantic sense (or allegiance to any 
such organizations in his interview), but he does refer to the practice of dhyana as being different
97 Mr. Raghu does not invoke a comparison to any ‘spiritual’ practice in the neo-Vedantic sense (or allegiance to any 
such organizations in his interview), but refers to the practice of dhyana  being different amongst the Madhva practices, 
for it is deemed unsuitable by him to be performed in the temple, along with other rituals.
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amongst Madhva practices, for it is deemed unsuitable by him to be performed in the temple, 
along with other rituals.
If, then, we moved away from the use of the word ‘spiritual’, a different design might suggest that 
there is an entire spectrum of practices which constitute, for Mr. Raghu, the way to be ‘religious’. 
One way of seeing this would be that the various practices could be seen as constituting a 
systematic set (from the Madhva tradition) that could be plotted on the spectrum from one pole 
to the other in a trajectory of learning and practice that is progressively required to truly 
comprehend God. Or another way would be to plot practices according to their use of particular 
objects and spaces, where on one pole there is practice tied to place (Mathas/temples/pizja 
rooms) and on the other it is not (dhyana). The example helps in disrupting the notion of the 
spectrum as divided between the two poles of the religious and spiritual, pointing out that such a 
spectrum is valid here only when presented with practices termed ‘spiritual’ within the neo- 
Vedantic framework. Other forms of spectra could be used to frame other relational practices 
depending on views of specific individuals or groups, and alternative contexts of the categories 
(perhaps ‘spiritual’ referring to approaches and particularities of other 
establishments/traditions). Significant in the above response however is that the temple is not a 
suitable choice for a particular practice, adding to the discussion on the shifting notion of the 
sacred space, as the performance of dhyana will perhaps render sacred other spaces in the 
individual sacred geographies that are not part of marked places and sites.
Radhakrishnan, an expounder of the neo-Vedantic approach, states that the Vedanta (the end of 
the Vedas) in its various forms ‘pervades the whole atmosphere’ of Indian philosophical thought 
(1989: 28). He notes that the various interpreters of these texts through the ages have shifted 
between theism and absolutism (ibid: 431). From multitudes of deities on one side to the absolute 
God on the other, hence also from place-specific rituals to fluid spatial practices, and from 
populated mythological realms to philosophical contemplation, these modes have parallel and 
exclusive significance within the household. It is helpful to take from Radhakrishnan that both 
theistic and absolutist views are interpretive strains of common texts and a particular historic 
(neo-Vedantic) re-reading in this case. This supports respondent Girija’s claim in the beginning 
of this chapter that her study of the Vedanta contains within it also the relevance of the multitude 
of deities such as Rama. However in Mr. Raghu’s response, dhyana  in the Madhva tradition could 
refer to prolonged contemplation on the supreme qualities of God, which in this case is Lord 
Vishnu. This brings the difference between contemplation as practice based on the absolutist 
higher power that Girija mentions and the specific qualities of a supreme Lord (Vishnu) of Mr. 
Raghu.
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The above sections have shown that some of the respondents use the categories of the religious 
and the spiritual in describing their practices, but this differentiation in this case is informed by a 
neo-Vedantic approach and a modern usage of the word ‘spiritual’. The respondents seem to not 
only recognize these separate categories but also differentiate them through criteria informed by 
the inclusivist agenda of the neo-Vedantin where the absolutist view is seen as higher/better 
taking within its wings varied polytheistic, ritualistic, mythically bound practices of the Hindu 
tradition. It points to “strategies” in the form of an ideological framework fashioned through 
several modern establishments that determines ways of thinking and everyday practice of 
individuals. In a neo-Vedantic sense these establishments would be addressed more likely as 
‘spiritual’ establishments rather than religious. This is seen in addressing several New Age groups 
as in Veena’s response where the contemporary organization of the ‘Art of Living’ is described as 
opposed to traditional organized religion. Although a particular core intent of delivering ‘Indian 
spirituality to the modern world’ of the neo-Vedantic approach could be considered as common 
to many of these establishments having emerged nineteenth century onwards, it is to be noted 
that there are innumerable variations (Vedanta traditions) and diverse re-interpretations of 
several traditional scriptures and practice that define such concerns^^.
Hence although the model of a spectrum is helpful in considering diverse practices in individuals’ 
everyday lives, the categories that describe it, the categories that are used to define the polesand 
the values assigned to them will be different to different traditions and individuals. What is 
important however is that these practices inform different spatialities and in doing so disrupt the 
notion of a fixed distinction between marked and un-marked sacred places and the ordinary. The 
notion of the sacred is seen to be fluid and dependent on specific space-times hence distorting a 
straightforward relation between the sacred and myths.
Bhakti - a way of being
Another aspect that presents occurrence of myths is that of the media texts mainly through 
television that occupied a significant place in the living rooms of all the households. The viewing 
of mythical content on television is sometimes seen as a sacred activity making a particular claim 
on spaces within the home. Mankekar (1999) in her ethnography of television in India spoke 
about ‘ritual viewing’ of the televised epics being different from ‘regular’ watching, or doing of a 
certain activity, when one perceives that it is being done religiously. It involves a certain kind of 
activity, that of bhakti, which Mankekar describes as something that translates to ‘devotion’, a
98 ‘Spiritual’ is also a term used to describe establishments such as the Art of Living which is based on and led by the 
teachings of one person (Sri Sri Ravishankar), who has designed a kriya  (practice) based on insights from several 
scriptures, one of which is the Yoga Sutras (the kriya  involves a particular breathing technique). This points to a 
significant aspect of Hindu (also other South Asian religious) traditions which is the guru-pupil transmission tradition 
(Hirst and Zavos 2011, Pp: 115-137), with several contemporary gurus setting up establishments that advocate 
particular re-readings and practice from ancient scriptures,
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State of ‘submitting to’ and holding in ‘reverence’ the deity or the object or activity in question (p: 
199-200). The ‘viewing’ itself is the activity of darsan, which includes the activity of looking at the 
deity with bhakti and also the act of the deity ‘showing itself or ‘appearing’ in front of the 
devotee. Hence the act of viewing the televised epic narratives becomes a sacred activity creating 
a spatial-temporal shift in the nature of the interior of the household. The programs here are the 
dramatized versions of the epic narratives and Mankekar’s study examines the critical viewing of 
these televisual texts and their appropriation. Respondent Radha remarked about the programs 
and the awareness of the actors that pose as the deities,
...but the problem is Rama means we get Arun Govil’s face. And recently Draupadi was 
seen  smoking, and then you think, we should not think of her. That is the disadvantage, in 
mythology films, and the dress code is not good enough.
The viewing with bhakti has induced a divinity into the performing actors such that they had 
begun to represent the actual deities. Here the problem of dissociating these actors from the 
deities they represent (Rama and Draupadi) is addressed, where this has moral implications upon 
who is representing them and their activities outside of these roles.
Along with re-runs of the televised epics and newer versions of the same or different mythological 
stories, there is a different kind of programming available today that attracts a large audience. 
Television channels are now competing to telecast live from temples through the day. The most 
significant broadcast is in the morning as 78-year-old Gayathri (G) says,
G- me when I wake up, from 6 a.m. if I sit down, from 6 they show god on DD1, from 6- 
6.30. Then till about 7 they show in Udaya channel. I watch that wholly. After seeing the 
entire thing only then I drink coffee.
The daughter-in-law Rajalaxmi (R) explained that the program starts with the view of the 
prakara  - the outside of the temple. There is usually information about the history of the temple 
and the town it is in. Then they show the inside, the camera is fixed directly in front of the inner 
sanctum facing the deity. She said that this view is sometimes far better for darsan. Even if one is 
actually present in the temple they might not get such a direct viewpoint. The entire morning 
ritual is telecast live. Each day a different temple is shown and she said she never knew so many 
temples were there in Bangalore and in the state of Karnataka. There are specific deities for each 
day of the week and the temple of that deity is chosen for that particular day. About their temple 
visits they say,
G-This Someshwara temple, it used to come on TV...having it in this sam e city and w e had 
not seen  it. Then everybody got together and we went in a van and saw it and came back.
R- Banashankari that old temple, I used to go. They light all the lemon lamps on Fridays.
But since the rush has started I have stopped going. I can se e  the deity here only.
Here the visiting of temples and the act of darsan  at that place is replaced by the activity of 
watching television at home. This viewing is different from that of televised epics, as this is a live
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telecast and the deity shown is the actual image in the temple. So there is no critical distancing 
during or in retrospect in this form of darsan. R explained that since her mother-in-law (G) 
started to have problems with her legs, she is unable to sit on the floor and get up, and has thus 
stopped her daily ritual performance in the puja  room. R now follows what G used to do, while G 
has now replaced that activity in the morning with that of watching the television broadcast.
Hess (2006) has discussed a related form of viewing during the Ramlila, a generic name for the 
annual dramatic representations of the Ram ayana  story performed in hundreds of places 
throughout North India during the Dasara festival (usually in September and October). In her 
study of the Ramlila in Ramnagar Hess points to a special term for darsan  called sakshat, or 
“direct-witness”. Here in some sense, ‘one is looking directly at God’ (p: 128). The full experience 
of this does not occur automatically but requires the ‘proper attitude and openheartedness on the 
part of the devotee... (an) all-important feeling, or bhavna’ (ibid). One of her respondents 
explained that one views a certain episode of performance according to the “feeling within him  
(or her)” and sees their own particular form of the Lord. This openheartedness is explained as 
love or m am ta  (affection).
These terms bhavna (bhavane in Kannada) and m am ta {mamate), which are aspects of bhakti, 
point to practice that brings the sacred activity of actors to a “way of being/behaving”, centered 
within the actor. Bhagvan, a resident of BSG said ‘when I close my eyes it is him that I see, 
Srinivasa of Thirupati, for me God means it is him’ and Shruthi said similarly ‘when I close my 
eyes to pray I see that photograph of Hanuman (that is in the puja  room)’. This is connected to an 
image and could tend towards the religious while on the other side of the spectrum towards the 
spiritual we have what Mr. Raghu referred to above as dhyana  (meditation) that ideally should 
require no image. If we relate this to Munn’s (2003) notion of the centered spatial field in the 
situated body, the corporeal sensual field extending from the body ‘beyond its center in vision 
and hearing (and further where relevant)’, in this case it could extend to a whole attitude, feeling 
and a way of being projected within and extending out partly through reciprocal exchange of 
gazes and sounds.
Munn (2003) says of the mobile spatial fields that ‘the particular locale that a spatial field 
embraces changes with the mobile actor from one “moment” to the next’ (p: 94). Drawing from 
Erwin Straus she describes the field as a “shifter” that “constantly goes with us” (ibid). This 
emphasizes the temporal nature of these spatial fields, where they exist only in the specific time 
of the inscribing activity of the actor, shifting along with them. The sacred spaces of the residents 
of BSG can hence be seen as fluid spatial fields animated through a constant mechanism of a 
spatial-temporal making and breaking that renders sacred particular domestic places in the
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trajectoiy of practice. Then with bhakti a lived body engaging in sacred activity could also be seen 
as a sacred ‘way of being’ that transforms space-time. There is regularity here, as with the 
television viewing, and other habitual activities of residents that ensure a repetitive construction 
and dissolution of fluid sacred spaces in the every day. Added to that there are the various 
spiritual practices, activities of praying and innumerable “moments of bhakti” intertwined within 
everyday practices.
New professionals - negotiated spaces
In some of the households, members of the unmarried younger generation99work at 
multinational companies of the city. It is the case with some of the married in this generation 
who have moved out from their family homes and set up houses elsewhere in the city. Either one 
or both members of the couple are employed in the newer companies situated in the eastern 
periphery of the city. They have distinctly different lifestyle patterns than the other residents. The 
most significant feature of this is time constraints as a consequence of work schedules and the 
negotiation in participation in household family activities. Manasa aged 25, who works in 
Goldman Sacks says,
I leave around 10 in the morning, come back around 10-30 in the night. They come and 
pick you up and drop you back. Saturday and Sunday is off. Today I have taken leave. I sit 
at home and laze around. Other people think that this (BSG) is a village or something. One 
friend moved out of BSG. She keeps missing this. I do complain that it is one-hour journey 
though.
We support both London and New York. Time wise it is bad, if New York has holiday we 
have work for London, if London has holiday we have work for New York. And Indian 
holidays we don’t have many, as they have to keep working. Time wise it is the worst that 
you can think of.
Rekha’s mother said of her daughter’s schedule.
She is leaving at 9.30, com es back at 9.30. What can she do, except when she has music 
class, she com es early. Otherwise everything is by phone, even our maid has a phone,
Rekha talks to her and makes her do work sometimes.
These responses show that a time frame of a different zone affects the lifestyles of some 
residents who access the locality very differently. This brings a difference in ways these 
respondents relate to every day ritual and prescribed religious activity according to ritual 
calendar. Arvind who also works in Goldman Sacks says of his and his wife’s working times.
My wife, she is from the Madhva community, their house follows more madi and all that, 
doing puja, fasting on ekadasi and such things. But of course she is not one who follows all 
these. She also works in a software company, NXP, Philips semi-conductor division...her
99 The younger generation do not leave the family home until they are married or in cases where they have to live in 
other cities or countries for work or studies.
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office is in Hebbal, office cab com es to pick her up...ya across Bangalore she has to go, 
south to north. She will be back by 7.30; I will be back by 9, 9.30.
I met Arvind at their family home in BSG on a Saturday as he had come to attend the Satya 
Narayana puja. He said that it was because of these rituals that their whole family manages to get 
together and he makes sure that he doesn’t miss any of them. He said, ‘even on workdays I try to 
come for dinner, as they will keep the lunch food for me, I love the food on puja  days’. Rekha 
mentioned that it was on festival days that she gets times to catch up at home as on weekends she 
likes to go out shopping or spend time with her friends. Manasa said.
This year I haven’t had the time to celebrate any festival what so ever till now. Now I know 
the value of it. Before I used to complain about it actually, like o god everyone is going to 
come now. This time I actually enjoyed, as for Ugadi I had taken off. Because it is a huge 
festival. I had taken off and I enjoyed, I loved that day thoroughly. I know how special it is 
now. No complaints about festivals anymore.
Sridhar is administrative head at the Uttaradi Matha. He spoke of a surging interest from 
software professionals to come to the Matha. He said.
People in MNCs (multinational companies) have only mainly changed. Every weekend they 
come, wear madi (‘pure’ ritual attire) salute the god and serve food. Every month som e 40 
people they serve, all software engineers.
Mrs Sridhar speaks here about the software professionals they know in the family.
His brother’s son Harish, I think he works in Wipro. Though he is in Wipro he is undertaking 
sudha pafa^°°. Everyday he does sandhyavandana, puja all these he does very well. We 
know many people like this. In fact my own son-in-law is there. For him he is attached to 
Uttaradi Matha. Even though they are in America, one day he doesn’t leave 
sandhyavandana, aruna and parayana. He enquires about all these things on the website.
He sends them questions. It is from him that I learnt to go to the website, here you can go, 
you can click this, all these things he taught me when I was there.
In these responses the nature of practice of these particular new professionals in the city and 
abroad assumed to represent new and progressive lifestyles, is seen as special in the ways that 
they accommodate traditional practices. This is seen as a positive turn and a triumph over the 
preconception that newer work opportunities are taking the younger generation away from 
models of traditional practice. The adopting of the m adi system, learning the core philosophical 
text of the Madhva community {sudha pata), performing daily prescribed ritual propagating
10° Sudha p a ta  is the study of the N yaya  sudha, a commentary written by Jayatheertha on the A nuvakhyayana  of Sri 
Madhvacharya. This is an exposition on the Dvaitha philosophy, has a critique of all the major darsanas (point of 
views) of Indian Shastras (including Bouddha and Jaina). If done in the right way it requires lo  to 12 years of learning 
on completion of which there is a commemoratory ceremony called Sudha M angala. Ruchira Vankatesh Acharya, a 
practicing acharya  of the Madhva philosophy said that it is not something that can be learnt part time without full 
dedication and understanding of all the major philosophical systems. He said nowadays people ‘put their hand in it’ 
more because it is a sacred text and rarely understand the whole meaning. They only do it out of shradha  (dedication) 
and bhakti (devotion).
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Brahmin identity {sandhyavandana) are highly orthodox practices. Rekha aged 31 works in 
Oracle, and has travelled extensively. She lives with her parents in her ancestral home. She said of 
her work,
Oracle databased company - largest offshore company, it is 5 years old, but has been in 
the U.S. from 1995. I was picked up from campus. Software also, but I am in the technical 
side of things, I love programming. I was the highest offered in my college...even today its 
probably because of the sentimental attachment that I prefer this (BSG) over say a quieter 
place in Banashankari II stage, I can easily afford to move there...
Rekha has taken up a prescribed practice involving going everyday for forty-eight days to offer 
prayers to the navagraha  (nine planets) in a specified temple. Her mother has asked her to do 
this as advised by their family priest. This is a ritual prescribed to correct a certain malefic aspect 
in Rekha’s astrological chart (horoscope). She said of her practice.
Like I have been going to a temple now. Initially I was resisting that whole thing, you know 
with my mom. But as I am going, I have finished 15 days of that, and now I feel that the 
whole fact of going there in the morning, avoiding the crowd had made me get up in the 
morning, take a bath, be fresh, take that walk, or car, I go by car, do that namaskara, it has 
instilled a discipline in me. Ok I wouldn’t say that it hasn’t been useful, but now I am doing it 
more in a detached manner, I don’t want to say tomorrow, that I have done this so give it to 
me, that’s not going to happen...I have taken it up I have to do it, it’s a commitment. I se e  
that now it has become a clear space to sort out issues at work, I keep thinking.
Here the ritual activity has been reinterpreted by Rekha to suit her own needs. She has negotiated 
the practice and the sacred space during her ritual in the temple to make it a lifestyle choice.
Sacred landscape
Other than the public domestic sacred places and the spaces of individual actors, there are also 
topographic features that are considered sacred. Though there are no such sites in BSG it is useful 
here to look at a particular controversial site in the southern tip of the Indian peninsula that has 
been an important pilgrimage site in the individual sacred geographies of many of the residents. 
The controversy surrounds the Sethusamudram shipping canal project proposing to dig a deep- 
water channel linking the shallow water of the Palk Strait with the Gulf of Mannar in the sea 
between India and Sri Lanka. Conceived as early as i860 , the project received clearance from the 
Indian government in 2005, having been through innumerable committees all suggesting a land- 
based alignment across the island of Rameshwaram. The approved alignment however is an 
ocean based channel cutting through a shoal of islands and bays called the Ram Sethu (Rama’s 
bridge, also known as Adam’s bridge).
Amongst the many economical, political and environmental problems the project faces, one of the 
key issues has been religious. In the epic story Ram ayana, lord Rama builds a bridge across
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Bharata and Lanka with the help of an army of monkeys, to rescue his wife Sita imprisoned by the 
demon king Ravana of Sri Lanka, The issue has created significant uproar in recent years by 
Hindu organizations and the political party BJP that proclaims the project to be deeply offensive 
to Hindu sensibilities and faith. A brief look at the on-going Internet debate regarding the bridge 
shows varying viewpoints on its legitimacy. There is recourse to consulting versions of the epic 
texts that suggest that Rama probably destroyed the bridge after returning back to India, hence 
looking for scriptural evidence to prove that the current geographic feature is non-representative 
of the supposed bridge. On the other hand satellite imagery from NASA are posted to point to a 
distinct formation that suggests the remnants of a bridge and proposed carbon dating ventures to 
examine any indication that it might be man-made (man in this case would be Rama himself, who 
is one of the human avatars of deity Vishnu). However the focus here is on the views of the 
respondents regarding this issue. When asked about this bridge, Mrs Sridhar said.
That there was a bridge, that’s true. When we were children and our parents took us to 
Rameshwaram, then they had shown us. This was built by lord Rama, se e  it and take its 
blessings {darsan as blessing). Close your eyes, think of Rama and ask for anything. When 
you go on the train you can see  it. The bridge is there and Rama has lived and walked on 
this land of the south.
And Rekha remarked,
I completely understand the fact that there is lot of business benefit to having that and the 
way India is growing today I think things of that sort are definitely a plus point to our 
economy and all that. But then you know the growth in economy is not the only way the 
country should grow. S ee  if tomorrow someone com es and says, look I have to build a 
huge refinery on the banks of Yamuna, and I would like to demolish Taj Mahal, I wouldn’t 
like it either. It’s the sam e thing for me whether it’s Taj Mahal or Ram Sethu.
The entire topography of the coastal stretch at this southern tip of the Indian peninsula is imbued 
with religious significance, from the temples of the town of Rameshwaram to the village of Sethu 
Karai that is said to be the starting point of the bridge. There is a concentration of depictions 
relating to the epic narrative with temples and features like ponds and stones ascribed to the 
characters in the epic. The beach at Rameshwaram is famous for its calm sea with very low waves 
resembling a river that is attributed to Rama’s request to the sea god to be quieter so that the 
bridge can be built. The bridge was built with the help of an entire army of monkeys who carried 
boulders inscribed with the name of Rama and threw it into the sea such that they floated. This 
region is considered the most sacred place in the south in parallel to the sacred value of Varanasi 
in the north, and a significant pilgrimage site.
As respondent Mrs Sridhar has said, it is the act of seeing this bridge that is most important and 
she feels privileged to have been there. Here the entire topographic feature is rendered sacred in 
the act of darsan, the viewing and receiving of blessing from the concerned landscape. This is in a
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way similar to the aboriginal sacred sites that Munn discusses. Broadly Munn’s (2003) 
description of the aboriginal ancient place is as concentrated loci of ancestral agentive powers 
with no definite spatial boundaries. In considering the centered spatial fields of ancestors, Munn 
notes that what they leave behind in these sites are ‘not simply their bodily selves in some general 
sense but the fixed, momentary forms taken by their action fields at that location’ (p: 96). The 
Ram Sethu also is a site of a particular action of Rama and his followers, of building the bridge to 
save the captive Sita. The responses show that this site is unlike the aboriginal place, which is 
considered to have a current power field with the agentive power of the ancestral action “being 
still there”. The Ram Sethu is a mnemonic for the historical episode of the bridge building. It is in 
the interactive spaces of darsan  that the sacredness of the place is actualized. It also points to the 
merging of the historical and the mythical as was clear in Rekha’s response where she easily 
equates this feature to the historical site of the Taj Mahal. Further on the topic of Rama and the 
bridge Rekha says.
Of course I do believe that, things like mythology, I believe that they existed, because I 
think Hinduism is I think about faith so  if som eone says that someone like Rama walked on 
this earth som e years ago, none of us have lived that long for us to have seen  that, it is a 
matter of faith, so I have faith...if som eone says he is there or not does not alter my belief. I 
am into Carnatic music and I have been influenced by the works (songs) of Thyagaraja, 
Purandara dasa (about Rama) so for me if I question the faith of his existence, then I 
question all these activities right?lf I thought lord Rama did not exist, then all these  
kirthanas that I sing...I have no connection. So I rather choose to believe them, as it makes 
my life more meaningful.
Rekha’s response being in English, she uses the terms ‘mythology’ and ‘Hinduism’, referring 
perhaps to a broad practice of faith in regard to the latter. Both in her response in the previous 
section (about her prescribed ritual in the morning) and in this one, Rekha is seen to express a 
clear point of ‘choice’. She locates the space where she stands away from the practice and 
reinterprets it to make it better suit her own lifestyle. Hinduismfor her is the practice of having 
faith , of believing in mythology. Here the notion of myths comes closest to Malinowski’s 
definition with the emphasis on ‘belief, that myths are believed to be statements of a primeval 
reality by which present activities are determined. Rekha’s musical hobby is intimately tied to the 
practice of faith and belief in myths, as it too speaks of deities, it bears reference to mythology. 
Rekha’s responses show how her choice of believing, in the myth of Rama, is intricately woven 
into her religious, historical and socio-cultural outlook. This is closely linked with the landscape 
of the epic story in present day India. The myth of Rama is “living” through a combination of 
choice, faith and belief, actualized in instances of darsan  and bhakti, and reified through an 
elaborate set of images that include topographic imprints and landscapes.
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Conclusion
The previous chapter established that there is the sacred geography of the place and individual 
sacred geographies that represent a network of places accessed by the individual that was not 
restricted to the particular locality. This chapter has shown that sacred places in the individual 
sacred geographies are not wholly fixed and with sacred spaces being inscribed by the acting 
individual, a complex pattern of spatial and temporal extensions of the sacred can be observed. 
The previous chapter saw the sacred as constructed and maintained in fixed marked places and 
sites codified by religious establishments along with collective community/familial beliefs and 
practices. This chapter showed the sacred as inscribed by individual actors in fluid and shifting 
spaces constructing moments of sacredness in marked and unmarked domestic and public places. 
It also showed a specific case of the “sacred in interaction” where sacredness is constructed at 
moments of darsan  between individual and image, in this case an entire topographic feature. The 
topographic site is not codified or maintained by an establishment of community. It claims 
authority only through its mythical narrative and sacredness is actualized in the individual 
moments of interaction between an actor and the landscape through vision and movement.
The highly varied sacred practices that the actors engage in and the overall prescribed practices of 
the innumerable branches of ‘Hinduism’ in the case of certain individuals could be viewed as 
tending towards two poles. This dichotomy has been recognized by some of the respondents 
themselves as between the ‘religious’ and the ‘spiritual’. Responses showed that the modes are 
not mutually exclusive and in a neo-Vedantin view, are seen as a result of the interpretive strains 
of a common source. Nevertheless for the above respondents, practices can be plotted on a 
spectrum between the two poles being expressed simultaneously, successively, sporadically or 
exclusively in their everyday lives. Some distinctive features could be deciphered in the nature of 
this spectrum. Starting from the religious to the spiritual, there is a notable decrease of 
prescribed place, object and ritual, prescribed temporal divisions, mythological references and 
cosmogonic actualization. There is a gradual shift in the agency^°  ^and autonomy of the corporal- 
sensual body in being able to inscribe sacrality.
The absolutist and inclusivist criterion of the neo-Vedantic thought was seen to be implicit in 
these responses. Hence there is a gradual shift in value assigned to practices across the spectrum 
that sets the spiritual higher than the religious. This was seen in Natarajan’s case where people 
prostrate to him and his wife for parenting a spiritually inclined daughter. The hierarchy is also
101 Mankekar (1999) refers to the (limited) agency of viewers as national and gendered subjects in negotiating, 
reappropriating and critiquing televisual narratives. Here sacred activity of residents is viewed through the (limited) 
agency of the corporeal-sensual body in negotiating, reappropriating and transgressing prescribed, ritualized spatial, 
temporal religious practices. The spiritual practices are also prescribed but are freer in place, space and identity of 
practitioners.
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played out on modes of inclusion and exclusion where spiritual practices allow participation of a 
larger number of people having dislodged from prescribed lineage, caste, sub-caste and kinship 
identities. This is seen in Veena’s response where she sees the spiritual practice of the ‘Art of 
Living’ as a ‘wonderful thing’ where ‘anybody can practice it’ unlike what she calls ‘traditional 
organized religion’. However care should be taken in recognizing that the modern usage of the 
word ‘spiritual’, while it owes much to the neo-Vedantic approach, should be considered in a 
range of particular usages, as here in the case of the Art of Living, which is based on a particular 
contemporary guru, his teachings and practice. Hence the model of the spectrum could be 
extended to other particular contexts of practice with different parameters determining the 
opposite poles. Responses also showed a possible historic change where ‘spiritual’ practices have 
increased in the recent times and appear favourable to the younger generation. The practices are 
however exclusively associated with particular public establishments. Where the religious is 
assigned to the temples, the spiritual is associated to particular institutions, and the Ramakrishna 
Ashram of BSG was found to be the predominant centre for a majority of respondents. The 
practices prescribed by these establishments and as postulated in neo-Vedantic (absolutist) 
interpretations of religious texts bring about the shifting notion of the sacred. New professionals 
were also seen to inscribe negotiated spaces within sacred activities where the nature of practice 
was re-interpreted or transformed introducing different qualities to sacred space and time.
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Chapter 6 Inheritance and Devolution
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Introduction
This chapter addresses the patterns of inheritance within households focusing on 
intergenerational interaction. It is informed by studies about grandparenthood and 
intergenerational relations (Bengston 1985, Hagestad 1981, 1984) to make claim for the sharing 
of sacred geographies as a significant factor in family continuity. The analysis is based on 
interviews from three generations within a family. Representative households have been chosen 
as individual case studies and dealt in separate sections based on the spatial continuum between 
the generations. This involves households where all the generations live in the same space 
sharing a single puja  room to households where one or more generations live in extended parts of 
the house, have moved out elsewhere or are absent. This bears direct influence on every day 
intergenerational interaction. Following Hagestad (1985), the term generation  is used to describe 
the location in a family lineage, while the term cohort is used for generations of people born in 
the same historical period. Most of the houses chosen for this study are older properties of BSG 
and have generations who share the same historical time between households coinciding with 
their life as neighbours and their experience of the locality.
In the collection of studies in the book ‘Grandparenthood’ (1985), Bengston and Robertson have 
brought together chapters from a wide variety of scholarly and professional perspectives looking 
at the social role of grandparents. Bengston in the initial chapter draws out themes from the other 
chapters and studies on grandparenthood suggesting that two strands emerge, one of which is 
symbolism. The symbolic function includes roles of grandparents where by “being there” they 
help maintain identity of the family, represent protection and giving care, as mediators in 
intergenerational negotiations. Thus they contribute to the social construction of biography in 
building ‘reasonable connections among our past, present and future’ (1985: 21-24). Conroy and 
Fahey (1985) note that from a Christian perspective, a key role of grandparents involves passing 
on heritage and tradition (p: 196), and being a kind of “sacramental presence” where the 
grandparent embodies the transcendent meaning of life through family rituals and customs (p: 
197). This chapter will look closely at what respondents say of their and their family’s ritual 
practices to find patterns of exchange between members in spaces concerning the sacred with a 
focus on the telling of stories and the passing on of religious instruction. This is done by 
considering individual families as case studies with responses from members from different 
generations within each case.
Williams (1977) sees ‘tradition’ as a very powerful process as ‘it is tied to many practical 
continuities - families, places, institutions, a language - which are indeed directly experienced’ (p: 
116). It is not inert as the ‘surviving past’ but an ‘actively shaping force’ (ibid: 115). It is not just ‘a 
tradition’ but a ‘selective tradition: an intentionally selective version of a shaping past...’ (ibid).
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He suggests that the selective version of ‘a living tradition’ is always tied, though often in complex 
and hidden ways, ‘to explicit contemporary pressures and limits’ (ibid: 117). The effective 
establishment of a selective tradition can be seen to depend (but not exclusively) on identifiable 
institutions, and formal institutions have a profound influence on ‘socialization’, which in 
practice, in any actual society is a specific kind of incorporation. The specific process of 
incorporation ties necessary learning (socialization) to ‘a selected range of meanings, values, and 
practices which, in the very closeness of their association to necessary learning, constitute the real 
foundations of the hegemonic’ (ibid). Williams adds that in modern society incorporation cannot 
be wholly understood only through institutions, specific communities, families, specific places of 
work and practice, but there is need to add the major communication systems that ‘materialize 
selected news and opinion, and a wide range of selected perceptions and attitudes’ (ibid: 118).
Hence it is important to look in detail at the nature of everyday practices within the household 
that contain the sporadic or ritual telling and receiving of mythological content including 
attention to the role of media texts within practices. The second section of the chapter explores 
the nature of utterances in familial/non-familial spaces and official/institutional modes of the 
telling and receiving of mythological narratives. Here the focus is on the form and content of 
utterances in trying to understand the awareness of respondents of the mythological context, and 
the significance attached to these acts of telling and listening. The first section of the chapter 
looks at intergenerational interaction. The second section looks at the forms and contexts of 
utterances that could characterize such an interaction.
Section i: Intergenerational interaction
There are several ancestral properties in BSG where the core structures of houses date back to the 
time that they were initially constructed ranging between fifty to a hundred years ago. 
Subsequent changes have been made to these structures and surroundings, but they represent 
houses, which have one puja  room with at least one representative of three generations living and 
sharing a single space (single households). Another common pattern is of houses having been 
divided amongst the siblings (mainly brothers), where the ancestral property has been pulled 
down and a stack of apartments built in its place, each to one sibling. In such cases two or more 
families live in separate floors or sectioned portions of a single building (divided households). All 
these portions have a puja  room of their own and the grandparent/s live with one of these 
families. There are also houses where members of a generation are absent or have moved out to 
different parts of the city, country or the world (generations in different spaces). This section will
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discuss representative families^°^ from the above three types of households. Firstly it is the single 
households.
Three generations in the same space - single households
The four households considered here represent varied patterns of intergenerational interaction 
within practices concerning the sacred. Two families in this set represent two extremes in their 
ritual practice and intergenerational interaction. So firstly the activities and responses from these 
two households (Rao’s family and Savitha’s family) will be described and compared.
In Rao’s family the grandfather undertakes the prime rituals (during festivals and special 
occasions) in the household. He said that all the members of the family do puja  in the morning 
after bath. Then in the evening and the night they prostrate before the gods. They have placed two 
lamps each for the six members of the family, which they light respectively and offer their 
prayers. Another key person in charge of the puja  room duties is the daughter-in-law/mother 
who sees that the shrine and the deities are regularly washed and the space kept clean. The 
grandfather said of her that,
(she) has come from a good family... Because we all belong to the sam e type of family they 
were doing like this only. But her father daily used to do puja for shaligrama. He is very 
strict and disciplined person. So she has come from such family. So she has got the habit 
of doing puja by inheritance...she follows the sam e here.
The term ‘good family’ is here used in relation to their ability to perform and be aware of the 
ritual duties that is prescribed for that particular sub-caste group which here is the Madhvas. The 
grandfather suggested that he and the father of his daughter-in-law who belong to the same 
cohort group have a similar attitude towards the practice of rituals. The daughter-in-law/mother 
however remarked about her ritual performance.
Totally in my house and my mother’s house my mother’s  aunt was staying with us. So she  
usually would teach us all these things shlokas and all. She keeps telling so  we learnt it.
Since I keep telling, my children have learnt. Just like that without teaching them.
In the Madhva sub-caste the duties of the men and the women are different in the puja  room, the 
most striking of which is that the shaligramapuja  is exclusively performed by men. So here the 
mother aids the rituals of the grandfather only by the maintenance of the puja  room as she had 
done in her own house. This used to be the duty of the grandmother who is now ill and cannot 
move around easily, as the mother said ‘It is only since last 2000 I am in charge of the kitchen 
and puja  room. Till then my mother-in-law was doing everything. So, I had no work at all at 
home’ (Jayanti). She now performs her own ritual for which she has received instructions from 
her aunt and mother. The aunt ‘was an old lady and she would tell all the stories about Hanuman’
See Appendix 2 for details of families
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(Jayanti). Hanuman is the mother’s ishtadeuata. There is an image of Hanuman that has been 
recently added to the puja  room which all the four respondents (grandfather, mother and 
grandchildren) mentioned in their interviews. The grandchildren also mentioned that Hanuman 
was the most important deity for them. Here it is seen that along with the learning of the shlokas 
and ritual instructions allegiance and loyalties to specific deities also get passed on between 
generations.
The grandfather mentioned that when the children were small he would tell them stories from the 
two epics. The grandson recalled that he knew stories from the Ram ayana  as his grandfather had 
told him where ‘...he used to make all sorts of noises and teach (them)’ (Aijun). The interviews in 
this household pointed towards a very regular and fixed pattern of ritual practice from all the 
members of the family with two occasions of worship in the weekends when all the members take 
part as the grandfather said ‘...then we do puja  we do it together. When I do puja  others will sit 
and they ring the bell, take thirtha (holy water), take many alar athi (sacred flames)...’ (Mr 
Prahalad). The mother showed concern over these practices saying that her children might have 
become too ‘orthodox’. She asked me if I thought the children were ‘worldly wise’, if I think they 
had the skills to be successful in obtaining good jobs and taking care of themselves. She expressed 
a fear that they were being cocooned in the lifestyle patterns of the home. The children both 
expressed their deep desire to remain in Bangalore and the son said that he would like to settle 
down eventually in BSG. They both did not express a wish to go abroad or to any other city. This 
household is one of the older properties of BSG with the purchase papers of the plot dating to 
1889, giving it a historical significance that the children are aware of, as they recollected its 
setting as seen in old photographs. They mentioned the large garden around the house and from 
their own childhood the clear view of the park across the road from their living room that is no 
longer possible. The responses in this family show significant intergenerational interaction 
concerning the sacred either in habitual interactional ritual performances or more casual sharing 
of religious knowledge.
As Madhva Brahmins they remain devoted to the Uttaradi Matha of BSG. The mother has been 
visiting the Uttaradi Matha website and updates herself about its activities. She is a teacher in a 
local school, and about her ritual practices she said.
Basically I know them by now and I follow up and keep seeing the panchanga (almanac) 
and while talking in school we discuss, most of us are Hindus only in school. So, we 
discuss and they say you do this puja this will happen, then I immediately follow. I do that 
and when my mom was there she used to keep telling me.
This response points to the significance of non-familial spaces in private and familial ritual 
performances. The ritual activities are discussed at the work place amongst colleagues and
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instructions and programs are shared. The mother’s concern that this family might be ‘orthodox’ 
is owed to its regulated ritual practice, the central figure for this being the grandfather. Along 
with his daily rituals, he has a special role during festival.
In Savitha’s family the interviews were of the mother and the son. As in the first the mother 
referred to the grandparents as being ‘very orthodox’ in this family. During the interview of the 
mother and the son, the grandparents were in the puja  room performing the evening rituals. 
There was a soundtrack of chants playing from a small speaker inside the puja  room. The 
grandparents refused to be interviewed saying that they would not know how to answer my 
questions. The mother said they were very strict about ritual purity and she usually doesn’t enter 
the puja  room. She said that the grandparents do not usually tell her son about ritual 
performance and have not told him any stories. The son is very inquisitive as she said.
He keeps asking me a lot of questions, like what is the meaning of this and that. He has 
had his upanayana (initiation) done, so they are expected to do sandhyavandana (ritual) 
twice a day. So he asks why should he do that. What will happen if I don’t do? I haven’t got 
the results because of doing this gayatrijapa (reciting mantra), he keeps telling this. 
Because women are not expected to know that mantra, so  I cannot explain. Then they 
have to sprinkle water, why should you do that, I can’t explain that.
The initiation ceremony is a key life cycle ritual for young Brahmin boys being initiated into the 
community. The main feature of the ceremony involves the wearing of the sacred thread across 
the torso of the boy and instruction of the gayatri m antra. This ‘telling’ of the m antra  by the 
father to the son is the central activity, where the son is made to sit on the father’s lap and the 
father tells the m antra  in the son’s ear and asks him to repeat it. Then the boy is expected to 
perform sandhyavandana  a daily ritual of reciting this mantra. Here the mother is expressing a 
lack of instruction for the son from the father or the grandfather regarding the performance of 
this ritual. The grandparents perform puja  for an hour in the morning and in the evening. The 
mother said that they watch television in the mornings for channels which have a live telecast of 
ritual performance in various different temples. Along with various articles from pilgrimages 
(photographs, images) that were placed in a cupboard in the living room of this house, there were 
numerous DVDs from these travels the grandfather had collected. The son said that he has seen 
most of these travel documents that show the journey to these special temples, and they have a lot 
of stories and anecdotes about that place and the importance of the deity. He said that he didn’t 
much enjoy watching them but his grandfather forces him to watch them.
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There was a recent photograph of the Sringeri swami (guru/seer) in the living room. The mother 
said that he had come to the Shankar Matha^°3 the previous year and his speeches were being 
telecast, and her son on the day that he saw what the swami told on TV, he did sandhyavandana  
all by himself. The son said he liked to listen to another person on television named Hiremagalur 
Kannan, who has taken up the case of encouraging the regional language of Kannada as the 
language for worship instead of Sanskrit. The son said that he could see how some of the verses 
can be understood when recited in his own language.
The son had gone on an adventure trek to the Himalayas and had brought back with him a 
tapestiy from a monastery. He has proudly hung the tapestry in the living room next to the 
cupboard with the DVDs and a few figurines that the mother said they display during the doll 
festival. He was very impressed with the Buddha, and said.
He (Buddha) was a preacher, he preached about peace...and non-violence...he let 
everyone to follow him, and the followers said Buddha is a God (...) he strictly told them 
not to, and not to sacrifice animals and all those things (...) Hinduism they do all these 
things...in Hinduism there is no one particularly to follow.
As patrilineal instruction seems to be lacking in this family the son is looking for instruction from 
religious leaders and desiring allegiance to an alternative religion having included a Buddhist 
tapestry in the living room along with the mainly Hindu objects. In the above two households the 
former is highly regular with their individual and interactional ritual practice with many 
instances of exchange of religious instruction between family members. The inheritance of loyalty 
to a deity is seen in the first while the need to turn to alternative religious leaders is seen in the 
latter case. The second case shows the maintenance of hierarchy and separation in the use of the 
sacred space in the home. The grandparents retain principal rights of the puja  room and come 
across as non-communicative. There was no mention of combined ritual activity in this family or 
daily ritual of the various members as the mother said the grandparents ‘completely take care’ of 
the puja  room.
The Jain’s family shows yet gain a strong position of the grandparents; the important feature here 
being that this family belongs to the Jain community. There has been a gradual increase of the 
population of Jains in BSG where the third major Jain temple in the locality was open to devotees 
in 2006. The Jain temples offer exclusive membership to the people from this community. The 
majority of buyers and property developers of most of the older properties of BSG have been from 
the Jain community, their occupation mainly being in merchandize and business ventures. In this 
Jain household, the grandparents refused to be interviewed, while the daughter-in-law/mother
Here is another example of a Madhva family showing affiliation to the Shankara Matha along with the previous 
example of Mrs. Seshadri in chapter four. Both Savitha’s and Mrs. Seshadri’s homes are a five minute walk from the 
Matha in BSG.
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and grandson volunteered but refused to have the interview recorded. The mother (age: 38) said 
that the family had moved to BSG so that they could be close to the Jain temple. The father-in- 
law is an arthritis patient and has to go to the temple every morning, so they live in an apartment 
on the same road as the temple. The grandparents go to the temple every morning at around 7-45 
a.m. and spend an hour there. The temples have their own classes for women and children every 
day. The mother said there are more time slots for classes now than a few years ago.
The son (age: 9) used to attend these classes three times a week, but has stopped now; he did not 
like the teacher, as sometimes he would slap the students. They were mainly taught the Jain 
sutras, which they had to recite and learn. The meanings for some of them would be explained, 
but the importance was to learn the sutras by heart. Saturdays were days for stories only. In this 
the son has heard the Ram ayana. The mother used to attend these classes before her marriage, 
but stopped after marriage. She says she has learnt much from her in-laws from then on. The in­
laws are responsible for the rituals in the household and instruct the mother in their 
performance. The mother said she does the everyday puja  as has been instructed by her mother- 
in-law. The son attends the Bishop Cottons School in the Cantonment area of Bangalore. This is a 
convent and he says they have scripture classes that mainly have stories and proverbs taught to 
them. They also have an exam for this. In his previous class he was told the story of Noah’s Ark. 
The mother is concerned that these are Christian stories and has advised the son to not get ‘too 
involved, but to just treat it as another subject’ (Prema).
In the Kadaba family the grandmother aged 82 has prime access to the puja  room, as her soon 
remarked.
Every day morning she lights lot of lamps and all that...for lamps she does not use oil she 
uses only ghee (melted butter), it is a good old tradition. She still uses that.
This household is amongst the older houses of this locality built in 1907. Currently half the 
property has been sold and an apartment complex has been built. The only son (age: 63) of the 
family has been in Germany from 1969 to 2006 with his family, and is now moved back into this 
ancestral home, with his wife (age: 45) and daughter (age: 19). His mother has been living in this 
house all this while on her own after her husband passed away. The wife said,
yah yah, basically she (mother-in-law) says she would do as long as she can and she  
enjoys the songs. You talk about the festivals we have and we celebrate all the festivals 
the way they were celebrating 70 years back 
The daughter spent her gap year from Germany with her grandmother in this house. There is a 
desk in her grandmother’s room where some of the daughter’s schoolwork was kept. She 
occasionally works in this room in the evenings while her grandmother reads or watches 
television. She said about her ritual practice.
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I just se e  som e pujas my grandmother is doing and I am learning slowly things about god 
and festivals...yah god like that it is there and actually when I go out I do take god with me 
like Ganesha and a small picture I have of Srinivasa 
The above two families show a stronger relationship in the intergenerational pair of mother-son 
and grandmother-granddaughter. Previously the same has been observed with the grandfather- 
grandson and the mother-son pairs. The households discussed in this section show the centrality 
of the puja  room in association with the role of grandparent/s as key figures in the domestic 
sacred place. Communication between generations is varied amongst the households but a 
primary shared sacred space of habitual action is a feature in all of them. This is the space that 
exemplifies action through ritual acts, and represents everyday non-verbal interaction between 
generations that could be seen to foster intimacy. There are however exceptions (strongly in 
Savitha’s family) where this very space is politicized through exclusion and enactment of gender 
inequalities. It is seen that the private sacred space is also a site that address rights and duties of 
generations based on hierarchical notions of inheritance and devolution. In adopting main 
responsibility for the puja  room the grandparents claim a prominent role in the domestic sphere, 
and as family heads when it comes to religious knowledge and practice. Embedded in this role is 
their presence as a symbolic continuum. By ‘being there’ (Bengston 1985) they propagate 
constructions of family biographies and histories, a significant part of which is linked to caste 
group and community heritage. Now families represented in divided households will be discussed 
below.
Three generations in the same space - divided households
The joint families of three brothers of Mohan’s family have been residents of BSG for the past 50  
years, and have recently renovated the house to accommodate the three families separately in 
three floors. The responses are from the eldest son’s family where both husband and wife are 
practising doctors, and their son is aged ten. The grandmother is eighty-three years old and lives 
with the youngest son in the ground floor. She is rigorous with her ritual activities and is a key 
person for any sort of enquiry in those matters for the entire family, but she refused to be 
interviewed. I have seen the grandmother most mornings, who is up very early and seen washing 
the front yard of the house and performing rituals for the Tulsi plant (Holy basil). She seems very 
fit for her age and is quick on her feet. In contrast to the grandmother’s daily practices the family 
of the eldest son do not follow such a routine. They have a cupboard in the kitchen that represents 
the puja  space and holds the various sacred objects. The father said of their ritual practice.
No, practising rituals yes, but daily puja no, we don’t. Pujas on occasions only. For 
example Upakarma is something that we observe. Diwali is something that we observe...so  
these are rituals related to festivals, and occasions like Narasimha Jayanti we observe. But 
daily puja I don’t do.
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The mother said she likes to light the lamp every morning and do salutations with prayer and the 
son said he does ‘the prayers roaming about’. The mother said she grew up reading the A m ar  
Chitra Katha  comics as she explained,
Amar Chitra Kathas had just come out. So that is how I got into reading Amar Chitra 
Kathas, which I think I have passed on to him (Son)... So right from the time he was about 
three or three and a half years started going to school, I used to read Chitra Kathas to him, 
as basically I like these stories a lot. So I used to read out and see  that he grew up to start 
reading on his own. He has got quite a collection...
The A m ar Chitra Katha  (ACK) comic is an English language comic series in India founded in 
1967, ‘with over 440 titles created and sales of more than 90 million issues to date’ (McLain 
2009: 2). The style of these comics is similar to American comics that were available in India in 
the 1950s and 1960s like Tarzan, Phantom  and M andrake (ibid: 3). Am ar Chitra Katha  meaning 
“immortal picture stories” combines mythology and history, the sacred and secular, and are often 
referred to as ‘foundational texts for religious and national education’ for young readers (ibid). 
The comics tell stories of deities like Ram a  and Hanuman, of patriotic figures like Shivaji and 
Bhagat Singh, of the Mughal-era court jester Birbal and moral tales of the Panchatantra  and the 
Buddhist Jataka. Scholars (H and N, Fuller, Mankekar) have pointed to the practice of Hinduism  
being tied in complex ways to issues of nationalism. McLain (2009) notes that in the ACK comics 
the instances of slippage between mythology and history can also entail a slippage between the 
categories of “Hindu” and “Indian”. When it first came out in the 1960’s and 70s India was 
mainly seen as a developing nation (in its political and social policies). ACKs became a form to 
bring traditional Hindu religious education ‘by recasting classical Sanskrit devotional stories of 
the Hindu gods’ in a popular medium. As McLain points out henceforth the ACKs have been seen 
as a significant popular medium that has begun to represent ‘Hindu heritage’ and ‘what it means 
to be an Indian’ for many.
The father could not recall specific events when he has told a story to his son, especially not in 
religious contexts. He said it is hard to point out such events as myths come up in various 
different contexts in the everyday, when references are drawn whether ‘from a Shahrukh Khan 
movie or from the R am ayana’. The father explained,
A lot of the conversation sometimes involves drawing parallels and corollaries 
sometimes...like for example you would say he is like Shakuni...this happens. And it is 
contextual... the person receiving the communication should understand the 
language...every day it crops up somewhere. Incidentally, in our family, even ordinary 
conversation would invoke comparison with something in mythology. Even humour was 
often based on something like that like we would refer to someone, as you know like for 
example say he is an Uttanapada, always says yes to his wife...
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It is a similar situation with Laxmi’s family where three brothers’ families live in three floors of 
the same building. Here the grandmother lives with the eldest son in the first floor. The responses 
are from the youngest brother’s family who have a very large puja  room that can easily 
accommodate four people at a time. The mother said,
Daily we do puja. For us if we leave the puja for three days, then we have to do ahbisheka 
all over, wash all the gods and only then resume puja again. Can’t do just like that. Or the 
children at least should light the lamps.
The mother is happy with the participation of the children and said that they do like doing 
everything. She does not force them; they sit and do the puja, take part during festivals and light 
the lamps in thepipa room every morning. The mother gave an example of one particular festival, 
the Sankashti, which they celebrate every month. It involves fasting through the day, visiting a 
Ganesh temple in the evening, looking at the moon and then breaking the fast. The daughter aged 
14 follows this ritual and added that sometimes this festival falls on a Tuesday when it is 
considered extremely auspicious. She said she has a set of verses she chants every day during the 
lighting of the lamps. Both daughter and son watch certain programs on television and the son 
spoke of the animated series Bal Ganesh that he watches without fail. He said.
Watch Bal Ganesh (animated series) regularly. Like last week you know Ganesha’s  trunk 
gets cut by Parashuram...no no Eshwara cuts head, and then puts the elephant head.
This is one of the most popular stories about Ganesh and the son said he came to know of it only 
when he watched the television episode. He was excited about the Bal Hanuman  which was to be 
telecast on the following Sunday. The popularity of the animated series like Bal Hanuman  and 
Bal Ganeshwas common amongst children in other families as well. The animation industry in 
India was ‘originally driven by the insatiable demand from the international content producers 
looking for outsource and leverage the competitive cost structure of the Indian economy’, but now 
is putting out original content deriving inspiration from original Indian stories and designs^°4. 
Global channels like ‘cartoon network India’ have a number of such titles {Krishna Balram, 
Omkar among others) which are reinterpreting traditional myths and creating new scenarios. 
The series Omkar for example employs the characters of Karthikeya, Ganesha, Laxmi and 
Saraswathi as a team of four children being trained to fight off the demon rakshasas with their 
divine/super powers. If in trouble they are protected by a superior mother goddess. It must be 
noted here that in classical mythology Karthikeya and Ganesha are the children of Parvathi 
(Shiva’s consort), who is equal in status to the other two mother goddesses of the trinity, Laxmi 
and Saraswathi. But in the animation series an unlikely combination of characters have brought 
together deities placed differently in the hierarchical order of power, status and relationships.
Balgam, Saraswathi (president of ASIFA India) Focus on Indian animation at Annecy International A nim ated jih n  
festiva l 2008. http:www.annecy.org/home/index.php?Page_ID=i9i3
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Liquid Comics recently published Ram ayana 3392 AD  that presents a particularly futuristic 
version of the epic story Ram ayana. Chief creative officer of Liquid Comics Gotham Chopra 
explains that they never intended to re-tell the story, but only use it as the key inspiration for 
something fresh^^s. Chopra has now got together with Mandalay Pictures and 3 0 0  producer Mark 
Canton to bring ‘an ancient Sanskrit epic to the silver screen’, with a feature film based on this 
comic, due to be released in 20iP°^. This has already sparked reactions from Hindu activists and 
religious leaders globally stating that misuse of the epic in its depiction as sci-fi might hurt Hindu 
sentiments^°7, Mythologist Devdutt Pattanaik in an article in the Sunday H erald  (2008, April 
20^ :^ 1) pointed to a primary misinterpretation in this comic; that unlike what appeared in its 
content there is no essential notion of evil in the whole of the Indian mythology. Hence there are 
new interpretations being introduced into patterns of inheritance through the use of media texts. 
These media platforms present occasions of inheritance and incorporation of revised 
understandings of mythical narratives in secular spaces, away from ritualized sacred spaces and 
traditional modes of instruction.
The children sometimes watch television with their cousins in the other floors of this house, and 
the mother said.
You know she (grandmother) feels lonely. So the children keep going. She would tell them 
lots of stories before, now she listens to the radio a lot. She tells them of things she heard 
on the radio.
The mother keeps contact with the priests of her community and is continuing the traditions of 
her in-laws and her parents. She showed me the ritual calendar for the year printed on an A4 card 
paper and said.
Now this time recently the purohits’ (priests) have made this. They have printed everything 
like this and given us the pamphlets. So we don’t have to search in the panchanga 
(almanac) month, date and all that. The purohits’ com e home...for Gauri festival we call the 
purohits’...\n our house we have maintained this, only if they come we do the puja.
In this family the children participate in most ritual practices with the mother, and there are 
special occasions, which the mother and daughter perform together. The grandmother 
complained of loss of memory and that she is lucky to have a daughter-in-law who is very active 
in the puja  room. The day I interviewed them was a special day {Vasavi Jayanti) for their 
community of Vaishyas, celebrating the birthday of their principal deity Vasavi. The grandmother 
said her only participation on that day was the preparation of the prashad, a pudding made of 
rice floor and brown sugar, which was ofi'ered to me. The children were then instructed to take 
the prashad  to the house on the second floor that belonged to the youngest sibling. Hence in
i°5 http://www.gamasutra.com/php-bin/news_index.php?story= 15037 
http://blog.wired.com /underwire/2008/10/can-ram ayana-rep.htm l 
107 http://www.hindujagruti.org/news/5706.html
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divided houses festivals and rituals still form a significant connection between members of the 
extended family. A different form of this connection is seen in cases with generations in different 
spaces as shown below.
Generations in different spaces
In the following households the youngest generation live outside the country. The first example is 
Seshadri’s family, which has a set of four generations not living in the same space. In the main 
family home in BSG, the grandmother lives with her daughter and son-in-law. They have a son 
whose family with wife and a seven-year-old daughter live in Singapore. The grandmother also 
has a son who lives in Pittsburgh and has a twelve-year-old son. The daughter, who is herself a 
grandmother now, is very well read and works as an editor from home. About her grandchild she 
said.
Yes I always. I do tell stories...in fact my grandchild when she com es a bedtime story is a 
must...Sometimes when I se e  good books, you know you can’t keep buying all of them, so I 
scan from library books, put it on a CD and we go to bed with a laptop. I haven’t scanned  
any of the Ramayana or the Mahabharata. But I have the comics, the Amar Chitra Kathas, 
we use them, we use som e of these books.
The grandmother explained that they do have a daily puja  routine but not like her late husband 
who used to perform abhishekam  everyday. They were given a Ganesha image from the Matha for 
which abhishekam  had to be performed every day, but it was returned to the Matha, as there was 
no one to perform it after her husband passed away. Her son-in-law and grandson who has now 
moved to Singapore do not follow these rituals. The grandson is a teacher at the contemporary 
spiritual establishment of ‘The Art of Living’, which prescribes a certain breathing technique 
called the Sudarshan Kriya. The grandmother cannot sit down on the floor anymore because of 
problems in her legs. Her room is right across the door of the puja  room and she has placed a 
chair by it on which she sits and recites the lalitha sahasranam a  everyday. The mother is also 
involved with The Art of Living, and occasionally does the reciting of the sahasranam a, especially 
on days when the grandmother cannot do it.
The mother has a large collection of books and many address religious topics. She mentioned an 
incident where recently all three of them (husband, son and herself) had gone to the Vedanta 
Book Store near her house and picked up the same book about the gayatrim antra  at different 
times. So now there are two copies of the book at home and one with her son in Singapore. All 
three of them practice the kriya  and attend lectures at the Art of Living foundation sometimes. 
The son is most involved with this though, having completed the advanced training and now 
volunteering as teacher at the foundation few times a year. The grandmother’s son who lives in 
Pittsburgh is also involved with the same spiritual practice. The grandson aged twelve had his
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upanayana  (initiation ceremony) in the previous year and the grandmother has gifted him a few 
articles from her pipa room. She said that this grandson is very fond of deity Ganesha and she got 
an image made for him. When he comes to Bangalore he likes to visit the Big Ganesha temple, 
and the grandmother said she is surprised with the interest this boy shows towards ritual practice 
though living in America. This family shows the two connecting threads in practice, one that is 
sustained in the parent generation involving allegiance to a spiritual practice, and another 
between grandmother and grandson in relation to religious practice concerned with life cycle 
rituals and inheritance of objects in the puja  room.
The next example of Rajalaxmi’s family also has a set of four generations that are not living in the 
same space. In the family home in BSG, only the grandmother and daughter-in-law/mother are 
currently living. Both granddaughters are married and settled in the United States. The elder 
granddaughter now has a daughter aged three. The mother said of her children,
I don’t know if my daughters say the mantras. But like me they know what to do after what 
during puja as they have both seen  it happen regularly in this house 
The mother said she did not perform too many rituals before marriage; she did not have a role in 
the activities of the puja  room. The requirement and routines of this household was different and 
she is now solely responsible for the puja  room.
Grandmother- yes she has learnt only by seeing constantly.
Mother- When I came after marriage, she (grandmother) made me do all the vratas, Gauri 
puja, Varamahalaxmi, Anantha’s  vratha, and every year they used to do here, so that way 
she has only taught me almost everything.
The performance of puja  as habit is seen to be passed on from grandmother to granddaughters 
through the mother. The families in the above three household types have all shown variations on 
two modes of intergenerational interaction; between processes of matrilineal domestic 
instructions and patriarchal official instruction both facilitating kinship maintenance. The data 
reveal rich intergenerational interaction along the matrilineal mode (including children of both 
sexes) with a few exceptions where communication is hampered due to distance, loss or tensions 
in temperaments. Grandmothers, mothers and aunts are seen as primary mediators of domestic 
ritual instruction that includes crossover practices and those unmarked by gender. The gap in 
instruction was made evident in some cases (e.g. Savitha’s family) where amongst children the 
boys could not receive appropriate instruction through this mode due to an established gender 
based split in ritual behaviour. Regarding transmission of stories (personal histories and 
biographies relating to scared geographies) and knowledge of mythical narratives on the whole, 
both these modes are equally represented (in both domestic and official contests). The above data 
have shown innumerable instances of story, conversation and instruction outside regulated 
sacred spheres involving grandfathers, fathers/son-in-laws and grandchildren as is with 
grandmothers, mothers/daughter-in-laws, and grandchildren.
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Thus in delineating the intergenerational interactions concerning religious knowledge within the 
household, it is possible to observe the innumerable circumstances in which mythical narratives 
are addressed, and the role they occupy in nurturing and propagating this interaction. Mythical 
narratives are addressed in regulated, scattered and sporadic circumstances within the household 
a main part of which is connected to ritual instruction and practice. These narratives are found to 
form the subliminal matrix that supports the varied collective of practices and interactions within 
domestic sacred geographies. One of the ways this is expressed in the data is through the 
‘passing-on’ of belief systems and loyalties to deities. The belief system refers to the primacy to 
ritual action where it is believed  to be directed towards a deity that exists in the assumed mythical 
reality.
The data show the significance of mythical narratives in propagating interaction management. 
The symbolic reality of myths supports the elaborate system of everyday practices that acquires a 
significant place through the presence and activity of the grandparents in the above households. 
Supported by the physical space {puja room) articles and objects, they bring about active 
imprinting of sacred activities within the household with habitual and repetitive action. This 
creates a physical and temporal space that represents the unchangeable within the household. 
Since it is supplied, supported and justified by the symbolic reality of mythical narratives, it 
provides a continuous parallel space for regulated familial interaction that exists alongside socio­
cultural changes within and outside the household. As seen in the above data this space 
prescribes among others symbolic activity that encourages non-verbal combined action and 
interaction between generations. This embodies expression of religious knowledge (mythical 
narratives, ritual instruction) of the members of the household that is acquired through 
intergenerational relations, familial and non-familial spheres and new technological and media 
sources. It enacts a mechanism of diffusion between the changeable and the unchangeable.
The sequence of households from those that have grandparents within the household, to those 
where they live elsewhere and the ones where they are absent reveals the varied mechanisms of 
devolution and inheritance. It is seen that the absence allowed re-interpretation of everyday ritual 
activities without active markers of prescribed practices and behaviour evident with the presence 
of grandparents. New puja  rooms and flexible routines mark some households. Nevertheless 
there are innumerable occasions when members of generations who have moved away or live in 
divided spaces come together and most of these are religious occasions. There is also a continuum  
between ancestral spaces to new spaces, parent’s place before marriage to the in-law’s place 
through the movement of sacred objects that are removed from original puja  rooms and 
reinstalled in newer ones. With the parent generation acting as crucial mediators, the notion of 
inheritance is very strong. The instances of myths being heard, told and exchanged within the
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household and in the community at large. The utterances in the household are extremely varied 
and difficult to locate as they occur in intimate spaces between members during formal or 
informal activities concerning the sacred or otherwise.
Section 2: The religious utterances
O’Flaherty (1988) identifies two prominent Hindu religious texts, the Rig Veda and the 
M ahabharata as typifying two sorts of Sanskrit classics. The Rig Veda demonstrates the culture 
of being orally preserved for centuries before being put down in writing. It is maintained that way 
even today, with the oral reciting being of utmost importance, though textual sources are 
available. Institutions like the Vidyapeeta and Rashtriya Seva Samithi in and around BSG cater to 
the rigorous training of students in the reciting of the Vedas. This belongs to the body of Hindu 
religious scriptures referred to as shruti, “that which is heard” both because it is believed that 
these texts were directly heard, or revealed to the ancient seers, and becauseit has been mainly 
transmitted not by being read but by being heard and repeated by the worshipers and priests 
(1988: 58). The preserving of the Rig Veda orally ‘demanded that it be preserved with meticulous 
accuracy’, being ‘memorized in many mutually reinforcing ways, including chanting in a group, 
which does much to obviate individual slippage’ (ibid). The pronunciation, tone, punctuation and 
volume of reciting are absolutely crucial to generate what would be the right vibration to invoke 
the gods. The shruti texts were tied down to exclusive Brahmin teacher-pupil transmission lines 
and the insistence on oral transmission mainly served to restrict the text within learning for the 
twice-born (male)^°^. The initial restricted ritual usage of these texts later included scholarly use 
when eventually the Vedas were written down, but still within exclusive transmission to ensure
correct interpretation^°9.
The shruti texts are contrasted with a body of scriptures referred to as sm riti, “that which is 
remembered”. This comprises a vast corpus of texts of varying kind that were open to all, not only 
the twice-born. The epic M ahabharata  along with other texts in Sanskrit fell under this broad 
brahminical category ofsmriti, probably committed to writing much earlier but functioning 
primarily as oral texts. The M ahabharata  is preserved both orally and as a manuscript that 
displays, as O’Flaherty notes ‘extreme fluidity’. While the Sanskrit Rig Veda is a fixed text, the 
epic is constantly retold and written both in Sanskrit and vernacular languages. These are stories 
primarily committed to a verse form; a key section of the M ahabharata  is the Gita, widely read
108 The twice-born referred to a symbolic ‘second birth’ that brahmin boys had with the initiation ceremony (sacred 
thread ritual) that marked the beginning of their Vedic studies, Brahminical texts defined the twice-bom  male 
brahmins as those alone permitted to teach the Veda (Hirst and Zavos 2011: 55).
See Hirst and Zavos Pp: 54-56
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and recited in its verse form. But the focus here is more on the content, the doctrine of karma  
yoga  as spoken by deity Krishna to the character Aijuna. So though all these scriptures are 
available as spoken and written texts, there is a difference in the way they are ‘used’ orally; ‘both 
oral and written texts have fixed and fluid forms’ (ibid: 60). O’Flaherty distinguishes the ‘use’ as 
being either the use of the inside or the outside of the written texts. The inside would mean the 
use of the text in interpreting the recitation to extract the meaning, telling a story; the content is 
the focus, like in the case of the epic. To use the outside of the text means to possibly read or 
recite it without knowing the meaning, like the Rig Veda, where ‘one can have it and recite it but 
seldom think with the inside of it’ (ibid, emphasis in original). The entire focus is on the utterance 
of these verses.
Rath (2009) notes that among the major scriptures of Hinduism the Vedasincluding the 
Upanishads belong to shruti, while the D harm asastras, Puranas and Ithihasa, including the 
Bhagavad-Gita  belong to smriti. She adds that though the Vedas, the Upanishads and the Gita 
constitute the most significant texts of Hinduism, much of what popular Hinduism believes is not 
to be found in these texts; ‘only the ideals and principles of Hinduism alone are to be found in 
them’ (2009: 6). She claims that a Hindu in contemporary society is more attached to sm ritis  for 
a reference to his or her practices. These distinctions help to locate the varied oral utterances 
among the respondents that would amount to orally referring toand accessing the mythological 
realm in the every day. Majority of respondents referred to situations where utterances occurred 
with a significant emphasis on the outside of the text. Most often the problem was of not 
understanding Sanskrit, the language of all these utterances. There are many instances of official 
and regulated events that allow the ‘utterance’ of mythical content. These are events, which 
involve the act of speaking, reciting, chanting or telling that involve either groups or just one or 
two individuals. The focus here is on elaborating a certain fixed pattern of events that are 
determined by calendric requirements and/or community regulated forums such as schools, 
institutions and caste groups.
Formal practice, institutional spaces
Most of the younger respondents (age 10 to 16) spoke of instances in their schools where myths 
are mentioned. One of the instances is in Sanskrit language classes as in the case of Laxmi who 
explained that her children now have Sanskrit as a subject from 5*grade, which wasn’t the case 
with her education, where she only had it in high school. She says she has lost touch with the 
language now. She can read it but cannot understand it. Her daughter who is in high school 
(grades 8*^  to 10^) said.
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We also have stotras or suktis. Sukti ratna is like sayings. One verse each about som e god 
or about morals...yes there is one like say about Saraswathi. Descriptions like on how she 
sits on a white lotus, the one who all other gods worship and such like.
She also mentioned that she has heard this verse being used elsewhere in the context of a ritual. 
Arjun aged 15 said he went to the Bhagavad-Gita competition in his 8*^  grade. Here the student 
has to learn and recite certain chosen sections of verses of the Bhagavad-Gita, which is one of the 
main Hindu religious texts. It is about the deity Krishna in conversation with his devotee Arjuna 
during the battle in the epic narrative M ahabharata. Arjun does not know, and hasn’t been 
taught the full meaning of these verses but the act of learning it by heart and reciting it is 
encouraged. He mentioned shlokas being taught to him in his Sanskrit classes and that he and his 
sister attended private tuitions at the Sanskrit school {Manonmani Samskrita Pata Shala), which 
is in BSG, through which they took up the three levels of Sanskrit exams (pratham a, dw ith iya  
and thrithiyd) separately from their syllabus at school. As he said through ‘the very godly 
language...we learnt lot and lot of mythology’. Avinash aged 10 junior to Aijun in the same school 
has a class titled ‘value education’ on Wednesdays. Avinash says of this class,
yes it Is all about swamijis of India...yah, they will teach us about all these festivals and all.
Why these festivals are performed, when are they performed ... It is new, they have the 
shloka reciting competition as well.
Outside of the school, like the special Sanskrit school, there are other organizations that have 
special classes for children. Shashi’s sister has been handling classes for children at Balvihar on 
Sundays for the past fifteen years. This is part of the Chinmaya Mission which is mainly an 
educational body that offers ‘academic education complemented with spiritual knowledge’^ °^, and 
a strong emphasis on Hindu values and patriotism. As Shashi says of her sister who is a teacher 
there,
8- She teaches Bhagavad-Gita, she teaches Munkundam, all those shlokas along with the 
stories and everything. She teaches all, vishnu sahasranama, lalitha sahasranama, 
everything.
14-year-old Srinidhi also said that the Sanskrit teacher makes them read vishnusahasranam a  
and that nobody likes it, as it is not part of the syllabus. She insists on them praying before her 
class which is usually the shloka about the guru. They also have Bhagavad-Gita  that they recite 
almost every day in the assembly, so about ten verses every week. In the above responses there is 
mention of the stotra, sukti and the shloka as the forms of utterances that are taught at schools 
for the younger respondents. There are also special institutions of Vedic learning in BSG. 
Although none of the respondents I interviewed were students of the two significant gurukulanP^^ 
that exist in BSG, the Madhva Acharya I spoke to was an active contributor as faculty member in
http://www.chinmayamission.com/schools-and-colleges.php
The gurukula is an ancient model of educational institution based on the exclusive guru-sishya  (Brahmin teacher- 
pupil transmission) to ensure accurate learning of Vedic knowledge.
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one of these institutions. The two gurukulas are the Poornaprajna Samshodhana MandirarrP^^ 
{Vidyapeetha) established in 1988 and the Jayateertha Vidyapeetha^'^^ in 1989, both initiatives of 
Madhva institutions in BSG. The latter described as a new-age gurukuloP^ was founded 
‘considering the increasing interest in Vedic learning in the society’ as the website puts it. Every 
year around 50 students join this Vidyapeetha at the age of 8 and are taught Vedas, Sankhya, 
Jyothisha, grammar, linguistics, poetry and philosophy during the 15-year course.
Housewives in several households spoke of private classes that they attend for the learning of 
religious verses. The Vedanta class was the most popular which four of the respondents attend. 
Girijasaid they had a guru, a lady called Mathaji trained from the school Arsha Vidya 
Gurukulam, an institute located in Tamil Nadu (and having other branches across India and 
abroad) that specializes in the teaching of the Advaita Vedanta amongst other disciplines like 
yoga, A yurveda  etc. These classes mainly have women, but welcome men who would be 
interested. They are conducted sometimes at the Chinmaya Mission south Bangalore, or at one of 
the member’s house. The class is held between 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. twice a week, usually Tuesdays 
and Fridays, while alternatives are found for festival days. Girija explained that what they learn 
there is ‘high level prayer...no stories only m antras’ which have a lot of power. Some are not 
supposed to be repeated by women, but since their woman guru has initiated them all into this, 
they are allowed to say it. This guru is willing to clarify any doubts that they might have, but the 
primary focus is in listening and repeating in a group. Laxmi also attends the same class and said 
there were about thirty members. She said that currently they were learning the Soundarya  
Lahari. She added ‘it is fully chanting, meanings they say and we mark and write down, but we 
have to chant correctly’. Kalpana who is another member said that she attended an event the 
previous year where approximately 5 lakh (500,000) people had gathered at the Bangalore palace 
grounds to chant these verses. Soundarya Lahiri meaning ‘wave of beauty’ is a sto tra  of one 
hundred stanzas, which is not only a ‘work of poetical excellence but also an authoritative treatise 
on Yoga’ (Pathar 1981: 1-2). It is important to note that each stanza has ‘...a prescribed course of 
worship, Japa  (repeated recital) and a specific aim to be achieved by the practice of the M antra’ 
meaning that it carries a clear code of instruction for ritual practice that has to be extracted from 
the verse (ibid: 3).
Amongst some Madhvas there is a practice of chanting a particular mantra  for the primal breath 
{mukhyaprana) before doing any religious or significant activity. Madhvacharya, the founder of 
the Madhva Brahmin community, is said to be the third incarnation of the wind god (Vayu) also 
known as mukhya prana. Sridhar’s mother explained the act of reciting this m antra  with the
http://www.poornaprajna.com/index.html 
“3 http:/ /www.uttaradimath.org/web/index.php?Itemid=i4Q&id=i07&option=com_content&task=view  
"4 ‘Vedas continue to live here’, Sunday Times of India, Bangalore, June 3, 2012, p: 5
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analogy of mailing a letter, saying that, ‘we post a letter with the intention that it reaches the 
required person, similarly if we do any action with the devotion to god, we have to say this 
particular m antra  before we do it, so that it reaches Him’ (INT Srihdar and family). She also 
mentioned a story behind this where all the demons once asked god how they would rid 
themselves of all their sins, and god replied that the puny a (good deeds) of all those who forget to 
recite the preliminary m antra  before all their actions will go to the demons and liberate them. So 
they recite this one line Bharathiya mukhyaprana anthargatah  (salutations to the primal air) 
before doing auspicious things, or even when they feel the need like before leaving the house,
before eating or cooking and so on.
I
Forms (the outside) of utterances
According to the Sanskrit-English dictionary (Apte 1912), shloka is a hymn or verse of praise that 
has developed from a particular metre of Sanskrit prosody called the Anushtub metre. It could 
also be a proverb or a saying set in this verse form. It is the Indian verse form occurring far more 
frequently than any other in classical Sanskrit poetry (MacDonnell 1927: 233). It is the principal 
form of verse used in the epics (Johnson 2009: 302). Here is an example of a shlokatranslated  
into English from the Saundarya Lahiri describing the beauty of Devi (goddess).
With tingling bells around Her slender waists a spear 
To goad, a noose, a bow and arrows in Her hands 
With rounded breasts like temples of young elephants 
Resplendent like the moon, may Shiva’s Pride appear 
(Stanza 7, translation  Pathar 1981: 24 )
Stotra  is also a hymn or a ‘short praise poem’ but freer with its form, usually intended to be sung 
(ibid: 310). It could also be a eulogium (Apte 1912). The vishnu sahasranam a  (the thousand 
names of Vishnu) is an example of a stotra, where reciting the litany of descriptive names of the 
deity is considered a method of worshiping that deity. As seen in Kalpana’s response above, there 
are sahasranama  of various deities that can be chanted. Sukti is mainly a Hindi word meaning ‘a 
quote, a saying or a maxim’ (Pillai 1993: 525) that elaborates on qualities of deities. Suktiratna  
would be a string of such sayings, or moral quotes. Hence the forms of shloka, sto tra , sukti and 
sukti ratna  are directly associated with worship in theistic Hinduism, and form the main 
utterances used in domestic worship. These ‘forms’ of utterances are also used in translation 
through vernacular languages, as responses in Savitha’s family showed the significance of a 
particular priest who was encouraging worship with Kannada verses that could be understood 
more easily. Most of these forms fall within the sm riti tradition (although shlokas are also found 
in the Vedic corpus).
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A mantra  is different to the forms mentioned aboveand they can be seen as belonging to the
shruti tradition if considered in brahminical traditions with the Vedas {Rig Vedic-Samhitas) as
authoritative texts^ s^. in the above responses, we saw that Girija referred to the m antra  as a ‘high
level prayer’, where it was contrasted to ‘stories’. As discussed in chapter five, the context of
m antras for Girija is articulated within the neo-Vedantic approach, and by learning them, she
will be able to contemplate a ‘higher’ form of God-consciousness (which was seen to include the
power of other gods like Rama). By merely memorizing and reciting these m antras, Girija can
access a ‘higher’ power"^. By understanding the meanings she will be further equipped to
comprehend and contemplate the absolutist monotheistic conceptions that are central to the neo-
Vedantin view. Another example is of Savitha in this chapter. Within the orthodox Madhva
Brahmin, traditional view of this family, Savitha as a woman is not allowed to learn this mantra,
recite it or comprehend its meaning. She finds it difficult to answer her son’s questions regarding
the practice {Sandhyavandana) involving the reciting of the gaya tri m antra, which is:
Aum Bhur Bhuvah Swah, Tat Savitur Varenyam 
Bhargo Devasya Dhimahi, Dhiyo Yo Nah Prachodayat
This m antra  is a verse from the Rig Veda (Father 2006: 31) and is thus named because of the 
gayatri meter in which it is composed (ibid: 19). The meaning ofthis m antra  is varied, highly 
complex and open to several interpretations (hence I do not attempt to provide a translation 
here), but broadly it can be seen to refer to the ultimate God, the radiant universal consciousness 
(as within the Sun - Savitur). The two examples show that a m antra  is something that has 
‘power’; it could address a (higher) universal form of God, and could be composed in verse form 
(although not exclusively as discussed below)
One of the key attributes of a m antra  is that it may be thought of as a ‘particular sound-body of 
consciousness’ (Prasad 2001: 66). Letters, syllables and words are structured such that the 
resulting sound is a manifestation of the form of divine consciousness being referred to. For 
example the monosyllabic m antra  CM or AUM (which also forms part of other mantras as the 
above example of the gayatri) is considered the seed or essence of the cosmic sound that 
pervades the whole universe. Hence a m antra  could be a syllable, a word or a group of words. 
M antras are believed to be composed by seers who ‘utilized combinations of sounds to set up 
specific vibrations’ (Devananda 1978: 44). They are a ‘combination, or string of syllables...which 
when known or recited, are believed to actualize an instrumental, performative, and/or
“5 Hirst and Zavos (2011: 56) point to Lipner’s distinction between the Veda and ‘Veda’, where Veda refers to the four 
Vedas with the four layer structure and ‘Veda’ refers to any text that models its authoritative status on that of Veda 
proper. Shruti is used only in relation to Veda (no inverted commas). Other texts are considered as ‘Veda’ in separate 
contexts, as the M ahabharata  calls itself the ‘fifth Veda’ or the Hare Krishna Movement refers to the Bhagavatha  and 
Bhagavad Gita as Vedic texts. Further there are m antras to be found in texts outside of what is referred to as the shruti 
tradition
"6 The inclusivist criterion of neo-Vedantic approaches is seen here to be extended to qualifying women (and from the 
Vaishya caste) to learn Vedic m antras which were originally prescribed to be taught only to twice-bom  male Brahmins.
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transformative power’ (Johnson 2009: 198). There are various types of m antras, the Sanskrit- 
English dictionary (Apte 1912) refers to the m antra  as primarily a Vedic hymn, and that there are 
three kinds: metrical ones that should be recited loudly, the ones that need to be chanted 
(tonal/musical), and the ones that are in prose and to be muttered in a low tone. There are also 
the abstract m antras  - the bijam antras (seed letters) that are best uttered mentally (Devananda 
1978: 74-76). The type that is referred to by most respondents is the sagunam antras or the deity 
mantras. Devananda notes that they are saguna  (having qualities), or form producing that aids 
the conceptualization process, just as do visuals (ibid: 57).
Choudhury (1998: 207) notes that the m antra  is an aid to the human mind helping in 
concentrating on a referred thought. Hence m antra  chanting both audibly and silently is 
prescribed as a meditation technique. The right pronunciation of mantras is crucial and it has to 
be learnt by ear from the oral chanting of a teacher (guru). Choudhury adds that if a m antra  were 
not uttered accurately, it would prove ineffectual and would do more harm than good. In the 
inheritance of religious knowledge, the learning of m antras represents a core practice 
characteristic of oral transmission. The proficiency in the knowledge of m antra  is firstly to do 
with the expertise in its ‘outside’ form. Then it varies in degrees from noting down the meaning, 
understanding the meaning to expertise of those who understand Sanskrit (all m antras are in 
Sanskrit). M antras cannot be translated, as they will then lose their efficacy as mantras. The 
form of m antras also varies between being just letters/monosyllabic (meaningless sounds), short 
phrases (simple meanings), sentences and verses (complex meanings).
The syllable OM is an example of a monosyllabic m antra. One of the respondents Mallikarjun 
(aged 10) spoke of his regular visit to the Harihareshwara temple in the Karthika^^^ month. He 
said that he likes watching the abhishekam, which is Shiva’s favourite ritual. He said that Shiva 
was easily pleased and one could do that with the simplest of mantras, which is Om N am ah  
Shivaya. Mallikarjun said that he repeats this phrase in his mind when he watches the 
abhishekam. Hence this is an example of a phrase mantra, which may be translated as 
‘Prostrations to Lord Shiva’ (Devananda 1978: Verse 2, p-59), surely here a saguna m antra  for 
deity Shiva. An example of a longer saguna m antra  to lord Shiva in verse form is shown here 
with an English translation,
Aum Tryambakam Yajamahe Sugandhim Pushtivardhanam 
Urvarukamiva Bandhanan Mrityor Mukshiya Mamritat
We worship the three-eyed Lord (Shiva) who is full of sweet fragrance and nourishes human 
beings. May he liberate me from bondage, even as the cucumber is severed from the vine (ibid: 
Verse 15, p: 63).
“7 Karthika  is the eight-month in the Hindu lunar calendar.
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New practices, new myths
Kavitha said that this Vedanta class that they attend only started five years ago. Laxmi spoke of 
an entire culture of attending classes and celebrating a certain festival within her community as 
being a recent phenomenon. The day I arrived at her residence for the interview was a special day 
for her caste group, the Vaishyas whose main deity is called Vasavambha (also known as Kanika 
Parameshwari). It was the birthday celebrations of this deity. This deity in the end of a story 
about her offers her life to the fire, and so there is another day that marks her death. Laxmi said. 
Today is the birthday, the other one (day of death) we usually never celebrated, but 
nowadays, not before but only now, on that day everyone gets together and sings to the 
devi (deity), and do namaskar and all that. Nowadays to see  the god in the temple there 
will be such a crowd, it is very difficult.
Laxmi has been a resident of BSG since her marriage 16 years ago, and has been aware of rituals 
of her community from her parent’s house. She showed me the book called Kanika  
Param eshwari M aham antra  (the great chant of Kanika Parameshwari). She said that the lady 
who wrote this prayer has been coming to some of their women’s group activities and taught 
them to recite this prayer. She started this new ritual of gathering in a large venue on the death 
anniversary of their deity and singing these verses in a large group. Laxmi has attended this event 
for the past 5 years, and said she had never heard of such a thing before. This is similar to the 
Santoshi Mata cult that emerged in the 1960’s where a lesser-known goddess became immensely 
popular with women across north India. The cult initially spread through word of mouth, vrata  
(ritual fast), pamphlet literature, and poster art. However, it was the 1975 Bollywood film Jaz 
Santoshi M a ("Hail to Santoshi Ma") that propelled this little-known goddess to pan-Indian 
popularity with primary significance given to the practice of the vrata. The ritual chanting on the 
death of Kanika Parameshwari as Laxmi says has slowly gained large-scale popularity, but the 
difference here is that this is an exclusive deity for the Vaishya caste group. Hence this ritual is 
also encouraging caste grouping and inheritance of caste identities.
Mathas I discourse -pravachana (the inside)
Respondents in some of the older properties spoke of a tradition of official teaching and reciting 
(discourse or pravachana) at the household. Mrs. Seshadri aged 81 remembered her school days 
when during the summer holidays, a priest would come every Sunday to teach her and her 
brother the Bhagavad-Gita. She specifies that she had learnt all the 18 chapters along with the 
sahasranamas. Bhagavan said that an 88-year-old priest comes to some of the festivals at their 
home even today. Bhagavan aged 61 recalls his childhood when a special discourse on the 
Ram ayana  was planned at their home once every few years. The priest would come every evening 
between 5pm and 8 pm for a period of two or three months to read out a chosen Khanda
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(chapter) of the epic Ram ayana. Mainly the neighbours along with a few relatives would attend 
this. Mr. Raghu aged 66 currently organizes such events in his home. Mrs Madhu referred to the 
habit of most of the Madhva husbands (including hers) attending the pravachana  at the Mathas
adding that ‘they only go and listen but that does not make them proficient in it’. To be
knowledgeable you need to do the sudha p a ta  properly, which only acharyas do’. Amongst many 
such occasions Mr. Raghu mentions the three important ones every year in the month of 
September.
Yes, se e  generally when I said September, it is always Bhagavatha. Yes this is for 15 days, 
yes it is about Krishna, but also about all this like how the universe came about, everything 
com es in that, stories and philosophy...And in September, that com es next that is 
Madhvanavami, the history of Madhvacharya, that is his biography, we arrange for that 
discourse. And during Narasimha Jayanti, the birth of Narasimha and such things come.
So all this we look up according to the appropriate times (...)
Yes people come. Morning about one and half hours and evening one and half hours.
Before I used to do it in my house, then the number of people increased so now, there is 
this Raayara Matha in N.R. Colony right, I organize it over there. Morning and evening. We
have everyday around 400 or 500 people. It is a big event.
Here the first event is the reading of the Bhagavatham, which is the entire story of deity Krishna 
in his childhood and youth. The second event mentioned in the response is to do with the 
biography of Madhvacharya, a saint and scholar who in the thirteenth century started the 
particular Brahminical sect of Madhvas that Mr. Raghu belongs to. The third event is concerned 
with the mythical biography of the deity Narasimha. The Bhagavatham  also called the 
Bhagavatha Parana belongs to the Pauranic tradition of Hinduism that mostly developed and 
spread in the first decade of the Common Era as a major move from the Vedic traditions that 
emphasized on sacrificial rites, to the predominantly theistic tradition focusing on devotion that 
describes most of the contemporary Hindu practice (Keith 1986, Dimmit et al 1978). This 
pravachana  mode of religious discourse hence involves listening to an authorized person who is 
invited to households or heard within institutions or organized events elsewhere.
There are several types of religious personnel with varying degrees of proficiency and preaching 
specific philosophical strands within Hindu practice. Broadly they can be seen as varying between 
those who are restricted to institutional/caste/sub-caste based identities to those who tend 
towards the spiritual identifying themselves only as Hindus. The focus here is on those who are 
involved directly with local practices, which are the institutional or freelance priests and scholars. 
There are several modes of prescribed training for these priests and scholars that is not directly 
relevant here. What is relevant is that they produce specific roles for personnel who operate 
within domestic ritual practice. Broadly these include priests for special puja  (which might 
involve the reading of a story - katha), priests for life-cycle rituals, priests for funeral rites, temple
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priests (who don’t undertake domestic assignments but could prescribe them), caste/sub-caste 
specific institutional priests/scholars (as in the response from Mr. Raghu), and saints/seers 
higher up in institutional ranks (whose blessings are considered invaluable). As has been seen in 
various responses in this and the preceding chapters, the role of these personnel is significant in 
the patterns of inheritance of religious knowledge.
Bhagavatham - liberation through ‘telling and hearing’
The Puranas are eighteen in number, one of which is the Bhagavatha Parana, which contains 
twelve books of which the tenth is devoted to the life of Krishna (ibid: 31). The reading of his text 
is a regular event organised at few institutions in BSG that include the other Mathas like the 
Vyasaraja and the Uttaradi. It is an important event for the Madhva sub-caste but is not exclusive 
to them as Mr Madhu explained. The Madhvas follow the lunar calendar. The Indian calendric 
system comprises both the solar and the lunar calendar, but the lunar year is shorter than the 
solar year by 11 days. The Indian lunar calendar is kept adjusted to the solar calendar by the 
addition of an intercalary month at suitable intervals, and such a calendar is called the luni-solar 
calendaU^^. Mr Madhu aged 65 spoke of the importance of this extra month called adikam asa, as 
being very auspicious for the hearing of the Bhagavatham. He and his wife attended a special 
event that takes place at Naimisharanya (NA), the ‘sacred forest’ in Northern India, about 100 
kilometres from the city of Lucknow. The trip was organised by a member of the Madhva 
community and Mr and Mrs Madhu travelled from Bangalore with many others. As Mr Madhu 
explained,
but we take our own pundit, our own scholar. And he will elaborate the whole thing, and it 
will be mostly 7 days. And there they separately cook for us and all that...we forget almost 
about this world...So we are all immersed in something else, we are not bothered about 
earthly things.
There is the Gomathi river, and there is the chakra thirtha... is a big round pond, people 
take their bath there also. And som e people they go to Gomathi River also. Both the places 
early morning when the sun is raising we will be taking our baths, as that’s the best time 
they say. After that we perform sandhyavandana and all that. Then come back to this 
place, they give a time around 8 o clock they say, so around 8 he starts the discourse, till 
12 it will go on, then food, take rest for 1 or 2 hours, and again get ready for discourse 
around 3 0 clock. That lasts till 7, then food at 8 and then to bed.
The significance of this place NA is important in understanding the emphasis laid on the reciting 
and telling of mythological stories in the practice of Hinduism. For this it is necessary to look at 
the various legends attached to this place that justifies it as the chosen place for the reading and 
listening of the Bhagavatha Parana. It was in the pauranic tradition that the doctrines of rebirth.
See Chatterjee Commodore S.K (1999), The Indian Calendric System .
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the Avatars, and the cyclical succession of different ages/epochs were put down as the primary 
ideological base (Goyal 2009:15).
The first place specific legend of NA reflects these concerns. In the introduction to Bhagavatham  
by Dr Mahanam Brata (1981), the ability of this text to revive the darkness of the Kali age is put 
forth with a legend that points to the sacred forests of NA. On the invitation of sage Saunaka, 
sixty thousand sages assembled there in a huge conference contemplating on lord Krishna having 
gone back to his celestial abode and hence the light had disappeared. The only available 
redemption was the story of his life in the form of the Bhagavatham. The sages dispersed in all 
directions giving discourses on Sri Krishna and his life. A legend from one of the Puranas states 
that seers approached Brahma with worries about the Kali age. From Brahma’s eyes emerged a 
resplendent being called Nimisha, the eternal satvik  figure. The seers were told to follow him on 
earth and stay on the place where he stops. He will be the image of Hari (Vishnu) and the place 
where he vanishes will be unaffected by the Kali age (which is NA) (Rath 2009: 118-120). The 
disappearance of Nimisha (minute/a time unit) represents the disappearance of ‘time’ hence 
escaping the degenerative progression of historic time into the Kali age (Kali yuga).
Carman (2001) points to an indigenous double ‘sense of history’ among the Hindus (p: 139). The 
first sense is a generally pessimistic cosmic one, with awareness of the great cycles of cosmic time 
(yugas) and their participation in the current yuga  of Kali, the worst of the four yugas. The 
second sense is more optimistic with the confidence that within their own community of 
devotees, their God has released them from the imprisonment of this evil age with the promise of 
the return of the righteous age. This is seen to be validated in the notion of avataras, where in the 
growing belief from the medieval ages, Vishnu seems to be able to play with the cycles of time. 
Devotion (bhakti) to Vishnu in all his forms has the ability to lessen the effects of the 
degenerative ages^ 9^. Hence in the case of Naimisharanya, the act of ‘telling and listening’ to the 
Bhagavatham  with bhakti is believed to help the journey towards mukti (liberation) from the ill 
of the Dark Age and the cycle of rebirths^^°. It is also to be noted that the chosen time, the extra 
month {gdhikamasa) stands outside of the regular progression of the linear calendric time, 
signifying an alternative time that escapes the progressive decay of yugas.
“9 Carman (2001) cites Pocock’s view of a parallel between the theory of the yugas  and the theoiy o f successive births. 
Vishnu is believed to break through the progressive decay of the ages, arrest its course and even revive it, just as bhakti 
opposes and cuts through the inevitable succession of rebirths (Carman...: 141)
120 Two related notions are conflated here, one is to reduce the effect of the cycle of degenerative ages, and another is to 
escape the cycle or samsara (birth, death and re-birth).
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Conclusion
This chapter has shown firstly that the puja  room acts as a non-contested space for ritual action 
for all the members of the family in varying degrees, facilitating individual and combined ritual 
action. The role of grandparents has been crucial to this space where they are present, giving 
them sole authority for the functioning and maintenance of the puja  room either directly or 
indirectly where they are physically unable to perform certain duties. They also offer spaces for 
non-verbal habitual action within the household that is seen to foster intimacy and allow 
intergenerational management. The important pointer of this in the data was the overall 
importance assigned to the role of the puja  room and sustenance of the joint-family system. 
However it was seen that the exchange of ritual instruction was not limited to this space. The 
inheritance of mythical stories and religious knowledge occurs in various familial and non- 
familial spaces along with a host of media texts that aid this process. Two distinct modes of 
inheritance (the patriarchal official and the matriarchal domestic) could be identified in bringing 
about the ‘passing on’ of religious knowledge.
These processes could be seen as being hegemonic in several ways. The first significant fact 
involved the control of ritual spaces by the grandparents bringing about patterns of inclusion and 
exclusion (sometimes gender based) within the household. The regularized lifestyle patterns of 
grandparents concerning religious activity demands participation of other members in certain 
every day practices. Intrinsic to this practice is the process of incorporation into sub-caste and 
kinship identities and loyalties to deities. The points of change with absence of grandparents or 
generations having moved out were firstly evident in reduction oipu ja  room spaces and practices 
associated to them. Further a turning towards spiritual practices was seen in a few cases 
(Seshadri’s family). It was also seen that certain media texts referred to within the household 
could be seen as hegemonic in trying to foster nationalistic or political ideologies. In the case of 
animated mythical narratives potentially sacrilegious interpretations (the shuffling of identities, 
power and status of mythical characters) are viewed and incorporated by children within the 
realm of entertainment.
The issue of the Ram Sethu was mentioned in the previous chapter with the sthalapurana  of the 
building of the bridge by lord Ram. The story relates the incident where the monkey tribe that 
was helping Ram carried boulders each inscribed with Ram’s name (so that they would magically 
float) and threw them in the sea to make the bridge. In 1990 the country witnessed a massive 
ritual procession launched by the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which passed 
through some of the holiest Hindu sites to finally reach Ayodhya, where they were to “liberate” a 
temple. Hindu nationalists claimed that ‘this temple was the original birth place of Lord Ram, 
and had been “desecrated” by the sixteenth century Mogul emperor Babar, who built the Babri
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Mosque on it...reclaiming this temple became symbolic of a cultural cleansing that would permit 
“India” to recuperate its supposedly pristine Hindu heritage’ (Mankekar 1999: 2). The procession 
comprised people carrying bricks each inscribed with Ram’s name to be used to build the new 
Ram temple at Ayodhya. This is an enactment of a crucial episode of the Ram story but employed 
here to advocate religious and communal hegemony. It is crucial to note undercurrents in 
inheritance and devolution of myths in ‘lived tradition’ between generations, institutions and 
through communication systems as they could point to hegemonic religious, communal, 
nationalistic and fundamentalist interests being selectively incorporated.
This chapter has shown that there are several different kinds of ‘utterances’ with particular forms 
(shloka, stotra, sukti, sukti ratna, mantra) and various ‘occasions’ of reciting/telling of 
stories/discourses and listening. These are not mutually exclusive, as the ‘occasions’ or ‘moments’ 
could have both utterances and discourse. They could be formal or informal being scattered 
within everyday practice. O’Flaherty’s distinction between modes of use as being whether the 
inside or the outside was helpful but this cannot be seen as fixed either. For example although 
respondents said that there is no need to learn the meaning of the mantra, they also pointed to 
the teacher providing an explanation^^  ^ if or when found necessary. Hence as Hirst and Zavos 
(2011) note, the several texts of Hindu religious traditions are passed on orally (and in written 
forms) ‘by grandparents, teachers and interpreters, but the power of the text may be as much in 
its sound and in its performance as in its meaning and application, although this varies from case 
to case’ (p: 59). The shruti and sm riti are brahminical categories and only one way of 
differentiating the large corpus of texts of Hindu traditions. Although m antras  from the Vedic 
samhitas constitute shruti, there are other m antras  that are not part of the Vedic corpus, like the 
Om Namah Shivaya  mentioned above. Further there is mention of shlokas in the Vedic corpus as 
well. Hence it would be misleading to apply broad differentiations to classify the textual corpus, 
but using the model of the spectrum can outline some patterns here.
The innumerable forms of utterances have a wide range of use from being ritualistic (like the 
shlokas from Saundarya Lahari that carry ritual instruction) to the use of OM in several yogic 
practices. The ‘utterance’ could be the rite or ritual (reciting the gayatri m antra  constitutes the 
main ‘ritual’ of sandhyavandana). Similarly the act of reciting/telling and listening of various 
forms could also be ritual (the Bhagavatham  recital). Thus as seen in the previous chapter these 
‘utterances’ and occasions are considered sacred and in many ways construct sacredness and 
consecrate the space. But this chapter showed that utterances occupy several domains and 
intricacies of everyday life that is beyond marked sacred place and practice (educational spaces.
121 The Vedanta class that Girija, Laxmi and Kalpana attend comes from the neo-Vedantic approach (Chinmaya 
Mission) with its ‘open to all’ agenda, including women and various community groups, but dependent on the teacher- 
student relation for initiation and training.
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casual conversation, use of new media). How then can we determine their relation to sacredness? 
For this Durkheim’s view of degrees of sacredness is helpful, as he notes (in relation to rites) that 
a rite can have a sacred character, and in fact ‘no rite exists that does not have it to some degree’ 
(2002: 36). Hence different occasions could have different degrees of sacred character depending 
on individuals and situated practice. For example, a morning prayer at school could have a 
slightly more sacred character in the mode of its practice than the shlokas taught in class as part 
of the Sanskrit syllabus. Participating in the pravachana  at a Matha could have more sacred 
character than watching a recording on television or the Internet. There are different degrees of 
sacred character in the Bhagavatham  recital at NA and the one at Mr. Raghu’s event at home, 
further depending on the particularities of each case (who is reciting, how, who is listening, at 
what time etc.).
The efficacy of the utterance can perhaps be seen as expressing two aspects; the first concerns the 
outside where the utterance is efficacious because of the ‘sound’ that is produced. This has a 
‘power’ that is extended from the corporeal sensual body based primarily on the capacity of the 
individual to produce this sound precisely. The precision is something that is only learnt by direct 
oral instruction from teacher to pupil. The second aspect is of the inside where the content is 
emphasized, both in listening and speaking, where the interaction perhaps requires a further 
aspect to be fully efficacious, that of bhakti. It is in the act of listening, speaking and a ‘way of 
being’ that this interaction becomes effective in removing the ill effects of the current 
degenerative age of Kali (as in the Bhagavatham  recital).
The occasions can thus be seen as plotted across different kinds of spectra: one where the 
spectrum moves from highly ritualistic to non-ritualistic occasions of utterance: another, closely 
related, that moves from highly marked sacred place, through lightly marked to non-marked 
places. Further the utterance or occasion of telling/listening could itself mark a space as sacred 
depending on what is said, how and who is saying it in particular moments and contexts. Hence 
there could be a spectrum, which moves from occasions of a high degree of sacred character, to a 
lesser and to no sacred character or the ordinary. Mythic elements are implicit, intricately woven 
into these spectra and are variously related to constituting and the constructing of sacredness, 
presenting in specificities that range from saguna  to nirguna attributes. Chapter four showed 
that these present themselves sometimes as stories but mostly as mythical “references” of various 
kinds. This chapter has shown that such references are inclusive of verbal utterances in various 
forms.
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Chapter 7 Conclusions
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In this chapter the reflections on the main themes of the thesis are discussed broadly in four 
sections. The study began by choosing to look at myths in “context” in a particular locality in the 
city of Bangalore, adopting the primary assumptions of Malinowski in considering myths as a 
category of stories that relate to the sacred and on how they would constitute and construct 
sacredness in everyday practice. The first two sections reflect on the renewed understanding of 
“context” and the relational dimension of myths and sacredness. The context of sacredness is 
intricately tied to the practice of ‘religion’ discussed in the third section on the nature of lived 
Hinduism. Finally the specificity of the locality of study being BSG is addressed, reflecting on the 
nature of a contemporary urban locality in a rapidly changing city, and the situatedresponses of 
few of its residents. This study contributes to ‘ways of viewing’ what is usually considered a highly 
complex and extremely diverse practice of religious traditions in India. Through the paradigm of 
practice, place and space, the study has cast a broad view on “context” suggesting models of 
viewing that help locate innumerable mythical references in everyday lives of actors in relation to 
physicality and materiality of the sacred, the worshiper and the worshiped, multiple strands of 
religio-cultural traditions and social identities.
Myths in context
A primary layer of myth ‘use’ in a particular urban locality was firstly seen as being associated to 
the sacred geography of the place. De Certeau’s ideas on practice as ‘ways of operating’ led to 
considering sacredness in the spatiality of actors in a specific locality and helped to delineate 
three different aspects of sacred geographies. The first is a relatively fixed sacred geography of 
place. Starting with the spatio-material dimension (explored in chapters four and five), there is 
firstly the sacred site seen as a manifestation, a consecrated spot that is collectively recognized as 
such (terrestrial, aniconic, landscape, imprint). There are also sacred sites as the constructed 
architectural forms (temple and institutional structures) with consecrated images (visual 
theology and visual scriptures). The data pointed to a field of power (Eck 1998, Munn 2003) 
around sacred objects and structures/places that is constructed and maintained through practice. 
Thenotion of a religious site adds a further dimension, incorporating thespecific religious 
identities of groups and persons to these sacred sites. These then are religious institutions from a 
specific school of thought (either monastic/philosophical as in the Mathas, or theistic/devotional 
in the case of temples). Sacred places as religious establishments express various patterns of 
prescribed practice and infinitely variable turns and manoeuvres of individual actors. In de 
Certeau’s terms the strategies of institutions were seen as instrumental in case of the m adi system  
of purity/pollution of the Madhva Mathas, and the ideological imposition of the neo-Vedantic 
view through the Ramakrishna Mission, the Chinmaya Mission and others. In case of the Madhva 
Mathas, there were examples of the tactical negotiation of power fields by individuals with a
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historic reference to the counter hegemonic act of bhakti by saint Kanakadasa, the transgression 
of the Puthige seer’s travelling abroad and touching the image of Krishna and Mr. Raghu’s 
negotiation and manoeuvre of the m adi system to better suit his lifestyle. The sacred geography 
of a place is seen to include all the sacred/religious sites, sacred places, situated power fields of 
varying degrees of spatial influence and strategic power fields with varying degrees of 
appropriation and resistance. The de Certeau viewing glass helped to locate sacred practices of 
diverse groups in a chosen site along with the ideologies and institutions that are part of religious 
traditions. The Casey viewing glass however helps to bring focus to the individual and locate the 
unique space of practice in relation to domestic and public place.
Hence secondly a further aspect could be delineated as the fluid sacred geography of the 
individual determined by movement and action of residents. This includes all the sacred places in 
the trajectory of their individual lives along with the innumerable sacred spaces they create 
through the lived body with a corporeal-sensual field of ‘significant distances stretching out from 
the body in a particular stance or action at a given locale or as it moves through locales’ (Munn 
2003: 94). This field along a hypothetical trajectory centered in the situated body is extended 
beyond its center in vision, vocal reach, hearing and a “way of being” through bhakti. Hence 
respondents in everyday practice were seen to inscribe sacredness through movement and action 
within particular places. Some of the respondents identified two parallel modes of practice, those 
of the religious and the spiritual. This differentiation was found to be located within a neo- 
Vedantic approach as advocated by the organizations and persons these respondents were 
affiliated to. The model of a ‘spectrum’ helped to plot various practices across the two poles of the 
religious and spiritual. Several gradients seemed to define this spectrum from the religious to the 
spiritual, like the increase in value, the increase of agency of actors to inscribe autonomous sacred 
spaces, hence decrease in fixed/marked sacred place, ritual and mythical references. This can be 
seen as a decline in interaction between situated power fields of images/ structures and the spatial 
fields of the actors. The same could extend to decrease in the influence of power fields of 
strategies of particular traditional establishments (like the Matha, m adi system, caste priorities 
etc.), but it is found that a different institutionalized ideological strategy (like the neo-Vedantic) 
replaces the former influence along the spectrum towards the spiritual. However it was found 
that there could be several variants of the spectrum with variable categories occupying the poles 
that could apply to particular contexts of practice of individuals within particular schools of 
thought, establishments and traditions. There is need to be critical of the categories used whether 
they are English/western or indigenous terms, and what meanings they might indicate in each 
case. Individual sacred geographies of actors bring together local, national and international 
places and spaces. Further the makingand breaking of sacred spaces could be seen as varying 
from habitual/regular, sporadic/spontaneous to random and irregular as seen in domestic spaces
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either in television viewing, informal modes of worship or in negotiation with various forms of 
eveiyday practice.
It was also seen that members of a certain community (sub-caste, religious tradition, kinship) 
have specific institutions that they access frequently. Broadly there were definable sets of people 
with allegiances to specific sacred/religious sites and modes of practice, like say the group who 
are brought together by the choice of a certain ‘spiritual’ practice, or affiliation to a ‘spiritual’ 
establishment/movement like the Art of Living. By extending Benedict Anderson’s notion of the 
“imagined community”^ ^^ , the members of a certain imagined community can be brought 
together with the commonality of their practice in relation to the sacred^^s. Hence there could be a 
third aspect to sacred geographies: that of a community or a group of people - a highly fluid and 
temporary construct comprised of the interstices and collisions of several individual sacred 
geographies. Thus with regard to the spatio-material context of myths, three aspects of sacred 
geographies could be delineated, of place, individual and community.
The next broad dimension of context relates to the various types of actors’ ‘interactions’ with the 
sacred, or the “sacred in interaction” (explored through chapters four, five, and six). The first 
aspect of this is that of the construction of sacredness in interaction between actors and deities in 
public and private religious sites. The priest in the Harihareshwara Temple referred to his daily 
activity of worship that was needed to help replenish the power field of the deity. Hence the 
everyday practice can be seen as an act of facilitating and maintaining the sanctity of the 
consecrated image with sacredness of the place constructed and established through everyday 
practice. Laxmi noted that if one skipped puja  in the puja  room for a few days, all the objects 
have to be washed and reinstalled, which would amount to extra work. Hence, if not all, at least 
one of them lights the lamps and offers puja  every day. This points to the active construction of 
sacredness of the puja  room through every day practice.
The second aspect of the “sacred in interaction” is seen in the construction of sacredness in the 
interaction between actors and sacred sites, these being landscape or topographic features. In the 
example of the Ram Sethu it was seen that it is at the moment of darsan  that the particular shoal 
of islands acquires sacred significance. The act of viewing with bhakti and receiving blessings 
from the site renders the place sacred. It is in such an interaction that the sacredness of that place 
is constructed and constituted.
122 Munn (2003: 99-100) speaks of an “imagined community” of people affected by disrupted journeys along Northern 
territoiy roads in Aboriginally held land west of Alice Springs. This is as a result of allowing a clear passage to the truck 
that carries key people for a ritual performance which should always travel ahead of any travelers to the ceremony. So 
this leaves an imagined community of people in excluded spaces subject to a temporary delay and detour of their 
movements. In the sacred geography of community as used in this chapter, the imagined community of people is 
brought together with a commonality of practice, action and movement in relation to specific sacred sites.
123 Also relevant is Spencer’s (1970) sacred geography of saints of the Tamil devotional movement.
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A third aspect is seen in the interaction between actorsthat involves the act of telling and 
listening. It was seen that telling, hearing, repeating of sacred scriptures is a common practice in 
various religious institutions, formal events at homes, festival times (ritual story), life cycle rituals 
(e.g. instruction of m antra  in upanayanam ), and various instances of ritual instruction between 
family members, priests and religious personnel. This established the oral dimension of myths in 
use, the utterances and reception in ritual or other formal contexts. However there are also 
innumerable instances of telling and listening in various other contexts of everyday practice: in 
ordinary domestic and public spaces, conversations, discourses and tutorials. An attempt can be 
made to identify a few clear markers that help establish the relation of such instances to 
sacredness. A distinction can be made in say religious utterances, where scripturally advocated 
utterances (with emphasis on form) are used, where the scripture in these forms is considered 
sacred. These forms in ritual instruction usually accompanied with ritual also clearly constitute a 
sacred act. In the case of emphasis on the content (inside) there are certain formal events, for 
example the pilgrimage to Naimisharanya where the event of telling and hearing of the 
Bhagavatham  is a form of worship that consecrates that place. Further it can be inferred that in 
case of interaction between actors, if one or both, or all the actors involved in the telling and 
hearing are engaging in the act of bhakti, then the interaction is bringing about the construction 
of sacredness.
From the dimensions of the spatio-material context and the context of interaction explored above 
it is possible to locate instances when sacredness is established in everyday practice. A degree of 
sacredness is established within the sacred geographies of place, community and individual at 
moments of interaction between the fields of influence/power of sacred/religious sites and the 
spatio-corporeal fields of individual actors. The practice of the actor could vary between formal 
ritual performances to various degrees of involvement through sight, speech, hearing and a way 
of being. Further sacredness is established in the interaction between the spatio-corporeal fields 
of individual actors where one or more are engaged in the act of bhakti. In these two types of 
convergences of spatial fields, if images are addressed through darsan, then visual theologies, 
visual scriptures or sthalapuranas are being implicitly recalled, indicating the primacy of 
mythical narrative to the act of sacredness. If these moments include utterances whether with 
emphasis on the “outside” (deity m antras, shlokas, sutras etc.) and/or emphasis on the “inside” 
(stories, sayings etc.), it yet again indicates the primacy of mythical narratives in constructing and 
constituting sacredness.
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Myths and the sacred
The paradigm of place, space and ways of operating in everyday life showed that mythical 
references range from the image, object, structure, visual theology, visual scripture, landscape, to 
instances of utterances and occasions of ‘telling and listening’. These are constitutive and 
constructive of sacredness in practices of residents in sacred geographies of place, individual and 
community. The definitions of myths considered at the beginning of the thesis suggested that 
myths are usually associated with the sacred, theology and ritual unlike other categories of stories 
(Malinowski) or set apart from legends and folktales (Bascom). Myths constitute religion 
(Durkheim) and are stories that form a commonality for diverse groups of Hindu traditions (H 
and N). Further they could be common across several religious traditions, have forms that are not 
apparently religious and weave their way through different localities, linguistic turns and contexts 
(Hirst and Zavos).
This study has argued that while the two categories of myths and the sacred are inter-related, the 
different ways in which they are made manifest indicate that they are not reducible to each other. 
It was seen that different narratives, different genres of stories (classical, local/regional, 
historical, personal, indigenous categories - sthalapuranas etc.), are implicit in the construction 
of sacredness in the everyday life of a select locality. Further these are not all the time necessarily 
fully elaborated stories but hints at stories and mythology in phrases, episodes, elements, 
characters andaspects; the mythical references. The tactical ways of operating brought attention 
to particular ‘moments of use’ to be considered in particular contexts of everyday practice. This in 
relation to individual actors and spaces pointed to the fluid making and breaking of sacred 
spaces, the changing instances of marking and un-marking of sacred boundaries in particular 
space-times. For example the momentary inclusion of the kitchen into the trajectory of Jayanti’s 
morning ritual or elsewhere the viewing of temple rituals live on television that had replaced 
morning pu/a room ritual for the elderly Gayatri. Bhakti as a way of being could be seen as one of 
the parameters that informs the sacred character of moments of use, whether it be ritual viewing 
of televised temple rituals and epics or the darsan  of Ram Sethu. However it was also found that 
the sacred could be independent of specific mythical references, in that an object was considered 
sacred even where there were differing views regarding its mythical origins or significance.
There is also the organizational and institutional dimension of the sacred that is a significant 
aspect of sacred geographies, maintained as such by groups and communities, which involves 
strategic appropriation and re-reading of mythic references. This was evident in the muting of the 
counter-hegemonic overtones in the sthalapurana  of the Udupi Krishna Temple by the Madhva 
establishment that manages the temple, or the use of the Ram story in a more pronounced 
political agenda in case of the Ayodhya temple issue. There is surely indication of a corpus of texts
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that are considered as ‘sacred scriptures’ and this study brought attention to particular moments 
where aspects of these can be seen to be efficacious (where a Gita book is placed in the puja  room 
and worshiped as an object/text, or in utterances/discourses etc.) along with the efficacy of many 
local, regional and contemporary texts (e.g.: the Kanika Param eshwari M aham antra  among the 
Vaishyas).
However myth use is not limited to contexts overtly related to the sacred as in their use in media 
narratives and in ordinary spaces and activities occupying the position of any other popular 
narrative. This was seen in Mohan’s response where he pointed to the reference to myths in 
normal conversation where a mythical character would be addressed just as one would do a 
Bollywood actor. Hence in a similar way that practices were seen along a spectrum from the 
religious to the spiritual (with regard to certain respondents), myths can be seen along a 
spectrum stretching from the strongly marked sacred to the weakly marked or unmarked 
ordinary. The model of the spectrum could be extended to plot diverse contexts of myths in 
practice with various spectra designed with variable categories. Myths in use could be plotted 
across a spectrum from relative elements of the classical to regional/local, mythical to historical, 
‘religious’ to ‘spiritual’, more sacred character to lesser, efficacy of deities - higher (powerful) to 
subsidiary deities, utterances with the efficacy of the outside to the inside, saguna  forms to 
nirguna forms, and so on.
The enormous numbers of mythic references in everyday life continue to ‘mark out’ a cultural 
frame of reference (which is accepted, manipulated, contested and radically modified) in various 
ways in particular contexts of use. Though there are particular classes of scriptures that are 
considered sacred along with specific regional and local narratives, the focus on practice has 
shown that personal stories, biographies and histories although not themselves considered 
sacred, in addressing the sacred constitute and construct sacredness for the actors in particular 
space times, hence allowing them to be considered as myths in those instances.
Lived Hinduism
With the accent on everyday practice the fabric of “popular Hinduism” was seen to comprise 
innumerable situated practices and lifestyles driven by caste and sub-caste identities, kinship, 
family lineage, community identities and common practices of ‘spiritual’ groups. Most Madhva 
Brahmin respondents showed primary allegiance to a Madhva Matha mentioning them as a 
significant aspect of their identity that was not seen in Smarta respondents. Smartas had 
practices related to deity Shiva unlike the Madhva or Iyengar respondents. Vaishya respondents 
though having an exclusive temple and deity of Vasavamba, showed practice related to a range of 
deities and affiliation to Vedanta schools. The Jain respondents could also be considered through
171
a similarity in practice regarding image worship where an exclusive range of deities and sacred 
places were seen to feature in individual and community sacred geographies. However the 
premise of the Hindu and Jain traditions differ in significant ways, one of the aspects being the 
central importance in Jain traditions given to the ascetic renouncer, hence the main figures in 
Jain temples are always the Thirthankars. In Jain sacred geographies the deities also are 
ultimately seen as worshipers of the Thirthankars hence putting them alongside humans in 
majority of relations between the worshiper and the worshiped. Within the paradigm of place, 
space and practice, the focus is not so much on the fact that several different groups are 
practising Hinduism but rather on the specific sets of situated practices within the diverse sets of 
possibilities that together could comprise “lived Hinduism”. Thus within such a paradigm and in 
considering situated practices in a particular locality, what are often perceived as distinct - 
“religions” in the official state sense, for example the traditions of Jain residents -  can be 
considered together within this framework. This opens a need for further research that would 
contribute to an understanding of community practice of groups of different religious traditions 
in a select locality such as BSG. The use of myths and mythic references can be seen as implicit in 
extended sacred geographies with fluid boundaries bringing together local, national and 
international places, and innumerable variations in lived Hinduism and further within other 
religious traditions.
Eck (2006) points to the cultural genius of India for embracing diversity. One of her examples is 
of the six philosophical traditions or darsan as recognized as “orthodox” (p: 48). Eck notes that 
here darsana  does not mean “seeing” the deity, but the “seeing” of truth, and there are many 
darsanas, many “points of view” or “perspectives” on the truth. The acharya  of the Madhva 
community that I spoke to, however spoke of all the ‘‘darsanas” that one should understand 
before attempting to learn Madhva philosophy (sudha pata), all respected and necessary but as 
preparation for the truth of Madhva Vedanta. Eck locates a similarly complex polycentrism in the 
social structure (innumerable castes, sub-castes and ja tis)  and the imaging of the pantheon of 
gods and goddesses. At times, she notes that the ordering of the diverse parts seems best 
described as hierarchical, and this was seen to be true, not only with the Madhva view of 
darsanas, but also in the case of deities and their worship in this study (for example the 
hierarchical difference between different images of Srinivasa in different places for Bhagavan and 
his family). There thus emerges a view of lived Hinduism as being complex and diverse, with the 
simultaneous existence of innumerable doctrinal “points of view”, social groups, polytheistic 
imagining, and significance of different practices in the everyday, inspiring scholars to use the 
metaphor of the ‘fabric’ (H and N),’ web’ or ‘crystal’ (with its several facets) (Eck 2006) to 
describe the ‘religion’ as a whole. Though hierarchy might seem to be an ordering principle, Eck 
notes that the complex whole is more a web than a ladder since the ‘presupposition upon which
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oneness is based is not unity or sameness, but interrelatedness and diversity’ (Eck 2006: 48). 
Historically a predominant trend of assimilation can be identified where it is seen that even 
counter-hegemonic movements such as Buddhism and medieval devotionalism (bhakti 
movement) have sometimes become part of the fabric. However, through this study, attention has 
also been brought to the problem of trying to perceive diverse traditions as part of a common 
whole, termed a ‘religion’ or ‘Hinduism’, without invoking certain orientalist discourses and 
particular aspects of Indian colonial history.
The locality of BSG and the practices of the residents firstly point to the theistic traditions 
(emphasis on puja  rather than the Vedic yagna) with the images in innumerable temples and 
puja  rooms, and the role of deities in everyday lives. At first glance, puja  as a form of worship was 
was found to be common across the different groups. Eck (1998) points to the sensual nature of 
Hindu worship, where the basic practice of puja  makes ‘full use of the senses - seeing, touching, 
smelling, tasting, and hearing’ (p: 11). This study has shown that this feature considered along 
with a “way of being” described by bhakti gives primacy to the individualas generative and 
constructive of sacredness. While Eck’s study of the act of darsan  (seeing the deity) (Eck 1998) 
views Hindu worship mainly within established sacred sites, this study extends it to other spaces 
in the sacred geography of the individual, showing how sacred space is inscribed by the 
individual. It is agreed that the broad atmosphere of theistic Hindu practice is derived from the 
epic-Puranic scriptures (Keith 1986, Dimmit et al 1978). Hence the primary religious atmosphere 
of BSG can be characterized as theistic, puja  and bhakti-oriented  and derived from the historic 
epic-puranic (smriti) scriptures.
Looking more carefully at practices however, a significant expression of ‘spiritual’ practices 
(Ramakrishna Matha, Art of Living etc.), alternative sacred spaces and practices (domestic 
activities, everyday practices) and use of shruti scriptures (Vedanta classes, life cycle rituals) were 
also seen. Everyday sacred practices of some of the respondents, seenas tending towards the 
religious or the spiritual (within a neo-Vedantic approach) echo a doctrinal differentiation 
between the supreme lord as saguna (with form and quality) and nirguna (without form and 
quality). Eck notes that in the treatment of images two modes can be discerned, image as an 
embodiment of the divine and image as a focus for concentration in practices tending towards the 
spiritual, where ultimately it has no use for the yogi (in his or her absolute spiritual pursuits). 
This study showed that since individual practice included a wide set of practices of theistic 
traditions of lived Hinduism along with variations of newer forms of Vedanta, a model of a 
spectrum with changeable categories at its poles could be employed to best accommodate the 
diverse practices of individuals or groups in particular contexts. For example the spectrum of 
religious practices within the Madhva tradition (in case of Mr. Raghu) that moved from place-
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specific rituals to those not limited to fixed sacred places, marking a trajectory of practices that is 
progressively prescribed to truly comprehend God (dhyana).
BSG and Bangalore
The spatial design of Bangalore was described by two modes of bipolarity, the first in its 
arrangement during colonial rule (old city and cantonment) and recently in the ‘digital divide’ 
(city and IT Corridor) brought about with the growth of the information technology community. 
Within this Srinivas’s (2002) study pointed to the dimension of the ‘sacred city’ throughthe 
practice and performance of members of a select caste group. This study in selecting a locality in 
the old city and through the paradigm of place and space has added to the notion of the ‘sacred 
city’ where sacred geographies of individuals and imagined communities brought together by 
practice can be seen to cut through the bipolar design of the city. The sacred geography of place in 
BSG brought to light the patterns of practice of three generations where members of the younger 
generation were part of the liberalized economy linking the two sides of the digital divide and 
making a historical connection between the oldest and the newest part of the city.
The majority of the households in BSG represent a continuous space for at least three cohort 
groups with different historical experiences. It is important to make this connection as all the 
generations, and most strongly the grandparents, share a strong relation to the select community 
born in the same period and living in the locality of BSG. The formation of the neighbourhood in 
late 19* century as a significant extension brought together inhabitants of similar caste and 
educational qualification, into this locality. The households interviewed were significantly located 
amongst the older properties of BSG and they share similar historical experiences. As the current 
generation resides in the same space, it is important to note the processes of inheritance and 
devolution occurring against such a background. The immediate pointer is the hundred-year-old 
articles that inhabit the puja  room and the ritual practice of the grandparents surrounding them.
Change within households is multi-layered, and the ones immediately noticeable are structural 
and technological. Most buildings and properties have been renovated, broken down, sold to new  
builders and show commonly reduced garden spaces. The entry of the television in the late 1970s, 
introduction of cable television in the 1990s and the Internet in the last ten years mark the main 
technological changes that have direct impact on the nature of transmission and sharing of 
religious knowledge. From the decrease and closure of evening story telling events sabotaged by 
TV watching, the practice of darsan  through television, the DVDs of pilgrimage travel documents, 
to websites of temples and religious institutions a wide and varied network of communication 
now supports religious behaviour within and without the household. In many cases the data 
reveal a dimension of practice with a mostly unchanged underlying pattern within individual and
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shared sacred geographies thatperhaps younger participants are negotiating in different ways (for 
example the reduced place and time for puja  in Arvind’s house, or the rediscovery of value in 
festival time by Manasa). An aspect to take note is the matter of ‘choice’ that one of the younger 
respondents (Rekha) articulated, where she clearly identified a space of critical distancing from 
which prescribed practices and beliefs could be accessed and appropriated to suit her own 
lifestyle.
The households with grandparents absent mostly had the current generation of age 25 years and 
more who are part of the new economy, employed in the high income jobs and operating across 
the digital divide. All the respondents from this group were found to be strongly aware of 
inheritance and the notion of community heritage. They expressed loyalty to locality and strong 
affinity to parental and past grandparental interactions, at the same time coping with a radical 
shift in lifestyles. The most significant shift involved time management with long and variable 
working hours catering to international clients in different time zones. They showed reduced or 
non-existent ritual behaviour and re-invention and understanding of traditional notions 
surrounding these practices. Ritual practice could also be seen as fostering interaction 
management where sacred places offered non-contested spaces for intergenerational interaction. 
This space prescribes among others symbolic activity that encourages non-verbal combined 
action and interaction between generations - a space for regulated familial action. Hence sacred 
spaces were seen to diffuse the mechanisms of change that characterize division and migration of 
extended families, and lifestyles within the changing landscapes of the city.
Finally, regarding the utterances and occasions of telling and listening that constitute the actual 
moments of oral transmission of myths, this study relies on the analyses of accounts from 
respondents that hint atthese practices. Although several such occasions in formal practice and 
those that are part of prescribed practice at home can be observed and studied, the vast majority 
of these occasions and ‘use’ of mythic references pose a problem in lying outside observable data 
in an ethnographic enquiry, except if addressed through methods of collecting naturalistic data, 
as discussed in chapter three. Hence the accounts of respondents become significant in trying to 
understand this aspect of practice. The issues of investigating religious practice and sacredness as 
discussed in chapter three pointed to the tendency of respondents to present the ‘right’ narrative 
in what they perceived as the ‘right’ attitude within a moral obligation to matters of religion and 
culture. A possible disjuncture in ‘life as lived’ and ‘life as told’ (Craib 2004) can be perceived 
inresponses in such instances. In a broader sense, this attitude that the ‘sacred’ invokes makes it 
difficult to address othersensitive realities evident in practice, from inequalities through 
inclusion/exclusion to economic advantages of the Sethusamudram project or the ecological
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footprint of excessive pilgrims in fragile ecosystems of sacred places^^. Lengthier research with 
sustained and prolonged interaction with respondents would be required to address and locate 
aspects of practice that can be articulated beyond boundaries of ‘sacred etiquette’. Longitudinal 
research would contribute to a better understanding of practice in community sacred geographies 
of other groups that populate the sacred geographies of urban South India. For example, groups 
such as Lingayat, Gowda, Kuruba^ s^^  Vokkaliga and many Brahmin communities (groups within 
sub-castes, Sankethis, South Kenara Brahmins etc.) amongst others are part of the population of 
Bangalore but have not been represented in this study.
Although this study began with the intention of looking at living myths in the everyday lives of 
residents in an urban locality in India, the exploration of the “context” of these myths led to 
addressing wider issues related to sacredness and lived Hinduism. This brought about a shift in 
the way sacred places, spaces and objects are viewed, where through everyday practice in which 
myths are implicit, a degree of fluidity was seen to characterize the sacred and the ordinary. 
Living myths, as accessed and ‘used’ in everyday lives are also implicit in the expression of Hindu 
religious traditions and their continuation from one generation to the other. Fuller’s (1992) study 
highlighted hierarchical values and institutionalized inequality to be at the heart of Hinduism and 
Indian society. In Fuller’s terms this study would be predominantly about the higher groups of 
Brahmins, but unlike his study of popular Hinduism, this has looked at an urban locality with 
varied minor and locally significant sacred sites (unlike major temples like the Madurai temple 
considered in his study). It was found that these groups are highly varied with many sub-caste 
identities, deities and practices. They also have hierarchical differences within the varied groups 
and people with regard to affiliations to institutions and deities, and traditional practices set 
apart from those that are considered by some as spiritual.
This study looked at a section of urban residents in relation to sacred sites in their locality and 
their practice involved use of texts that were either community specific, had local significance, or 
belonged to broader classical and pan-Indian textual traditions. Unlike studies such as 
Lutgendorf (1991) and Erndl (1993) that look at the life of particular texts and practice of groups 
at various places associated with a particular text, this study has looked at a diverse situated 
group and their varied practices accessing diverse textual traditions. The development of a 
paradigm of sacred geographies of place, community, and individual has enabled me to plot 
practices across several spectra: the study has therefore been able to sketch the contours of an 
integrated view of this highly diverse group and its practices. Moreover, drawing on the
2^4 As in the case of the Amaranath temple in the Himalayas discussed in the article ‘God Save The Holy Spots’, The 
Times of India, Tuesday, June 5, 2012, p: 10
2^5 Kanakadasa, the bhakti saint (of a ‘lower’ caste) significant in the stlalapurana  of the Udupi Temple belongs to the 
Kuruba community that finds contemporary expression through exclusive establishments and governing bodies (which 
also interact with the Madhva establishments in Udupi).
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perspectives of de Certeau, Casey and Munn the study has been able to show that while different 
groups operate in relation to their particular traditions, there are similarities in their relation to 
institutions, myths, construction of sacredness and sacred practice, and in particular in the ways 
in which these are located within and shaped by everyday practices. Considering the intricacies 
and proximity of several traditions in situated practice of a select urban community, such 
paradigms of viewing diversity need to be explored in further research.
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Data extracts from Population Enumeration of the Census of 
India 2001
Population of the city of Bangalore: 5, 701, 446 
Population breakdown according to religious communities:
Hindu: 4, 431, 368 
Muslim: 823, 805 
Christian: 356, 689 
Sikh: 6, 325 
Buddhist: 2, 490  
Jain: 68, 307
Other religions and persuasions: 3, 054 
Religion not stated: 9 ,410
Number of listed sub-categories of sects I  beliefs I  religions under major 
religious communities:
Hindu: 22 
Muslim: 4 
Christian: 5 
Sikh: 1 
Buddhist: 3 
Jain: 3
Other religions and persuasions: 70
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List of households and interviewees
Relationship 
1. Raghu family
Father
Mother
Son
2. Rao family
Daughter-in-law
Son
Daughter
Grandfather
3. Kadaba family
Father
Mother
Daughter
4. Swamy family
Grandfather
Daughter-in-law
5. Mohan’s family
Father
Mother
Son
Name
Mr. Raghu 
Mrs Raghu 
Sarang
Jayanti 
Arjun 
Shruthi 
Prahalad Rao
Bhagavan
Jayashree
Rashmi
Krisnaswamy
Shashi
Mohan
Usha
Anant
Age
66
6o
2 7
51
17
19
76
63
54
19
81
52
50
45
10
Sex Sect
M
F
M
F
M
F
F
MB
Language
Kannada
MB
M Iyengar
F
F
M lyers 
F
M MB
F
M
6. Vallam family
Mother
Daughter
7. Arvind’s family
Son
Niece
Aunt
Rekha
Radha
Arvind
Vaishnavi
Vinodha
58
32
28
19
42
F MB 
F
M
F
F
SB
Kannada
8. Kavitha’s family
Mother Kavitha
Son Nitesh
42
21
F
M
V
9. Gauri’s family
Mother Gauri
Daughter Manas a
10. Lalitha’s family
Mother Lalitha
Daughter Deepika
11. Laxmi's family
Mother Laxmi
45
22
41
28
46
V Kannada
V
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Relationship Name Age Sex Sect Language
Daughter
Son
Grandmother
Sister-in-law
Tara
Suresh
14
10
65
50
F
M
F
F
Kannada
12. Sanaths
Husband
Wife
Mr. Sanath 
Mrs Sanath
70
63
M SB 
F
13. Madhus
Husband
Wife
Mr Madhu 
Mrs Madhu
73
62
M MB 
F
14. Prakash’s family
Son Prakash 45 M
Grandson Arjun Prakash 18 M
Grandmother Padma 68 F
MB
15. Poornima’s family
Mother Poornima
Son Sharan
38
12
F
M
SB Kannada
16. Rajalaxmi’s family
Daughter-in-law Rajalaxmi
Mother-in law Gayathri
17. Savitha’s family
Mother Savitha
Son Srinidhi
18. Seshadri’s family
Mother Mrs Seshadri
Daughter Veena
19. Nagalaxmi's family
Mother-in-law Nagalaxmi
Daughter-in-law Sahana
Daughter-in-law Shylaja
20. Sridhar’s family
Father
Mother
Daughter
Aunt
Mr Sridhar 
Mrs Sridhar 
Ramya
21. Jain's family
Mother Prema
Son Rahul
52
83
42
13
78
55
58
25
30
48
41
23
50
38
12
F SB 
F
F
M
M
F
F
F
F
M
MB
MB
V Kannada
MB
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Individuals Age Sex Sect Language
Rangacharya 81 M SB Kannada
Mallikaijun 10 M SB
Nataraj priest 4 5 M SB Kannada
Gururaj priest 65 M SB Kannada
Girija 4 9 F V
Jagadish 37 M J
Mr Jain 79 M J
Isaac 78 M C
Kalpana 3 9 F SB
Mr. Karve 68 M MB
Mahima 4 1 F L
Maria 42 F C Kannada
Nandini 4 5 F MB
Nataraj an 71 M SB
Poornima 40 F SB
Saroja 62 F L
Sharma 71 M J Hindi
Vijaykumar 76 M J
Colony Nagaraj 72 M SB
Sect Nos.
Smarta Brahmin (SB ) 17
Madhva Brahmin (M B) 27
Vaishya (V) 13
Lingayath (L) 2
Iyengar 3
Iyer 2
Jain (J ) 8
Christian (C) 2
Male
Female
33
41
Total 74 respondents
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